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while his homeland burns. 

Pah! What useless nonsense! 

Would that this were a world of Klingons! 

At the very least I would be allowed to fight this threat aboard my 
ship until the very end! 

In many ways, although I was raised by humans, I do not 
understand them. They speak sometimes in such confusing ways. 
They speak of ideals and yet ultimately they waffle. 

And these petty bureaucrats who people the echelons of upper 
command! They are mindless Yaka worms, feeding upon their own 
excrement. 

Bah. Worse than useless. 

I go now to tend to Alexander, my son, who is confused. 

“Why do we leave when we can stay and fight for what is ours?” 
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he says. “Have you not yourself told me how much the Enterprise 
has meant to you? That it is your home, and its people your family? 
How can we just stand by and do nothing. Father?” 

How can I teach him the Klingon ways of honor when the 
Starfieet Higher Command hamstrings me and my comrades! 
Bah! 

(crunching sound of recorder being thrown against a bulkhead) 
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Chapter Eighteen 


It was odd being aboard the Enterprise alone. 

Data was not lonely in the way humans are lonely. 
Loneliness is a form of emotion. 

And yet, that part of loneliness that is not 
emotional—that affected the android. 

It was an emptiness. 

He worked hard at his tasks in the geological 
chemistry work station. 

Emptiness. Yes . .. like the emptiness he had felt in 
the creature known as Gomtuu, the “Tin Man,” that 
swimmer of the vast seas of the universe, before Tam 
Elbrun arrived to replace its lost companion. 

Data, however, ignored the empty corridors and the 
hollowness of this Enterprise that had once been so 
full of life, so bustling with energy. He continued his 
work, trying to perfect the chemical spray that Mikal 
Tillstrom had suggested. 

As soon as the young man had remembered the 
components of the solution. Captain Picard had or- 
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dered it to be created. With the help of the replicator 
and supplies on hand, the process had been simple 
enough. The solution consisted merely of a blend of 
complex hydro-acids and other chemicals that would 
dissolve crystalline compounds. Utilizing robotic 
mechanisms, they had “sprayed” the inside and out¬ 
side of the hull, and though the growing crystalline 
creature did not dissolve, its rate of growth was 
curtailed somewhat. 

Not enough, however, to satisfy the requirements of 
the Federation officials who desired to terminate all 
threat of the material through the unleashing of the 
energies of matter/antimatter. There could be no 
question that would work, since the unleashed matter/ 
antimatter would reduce all to their component atom¬ 
ic and subatomic particles. 

Theoretically, lasers and controlled explosions 
would be able to loosen the creature’s parts from the 
Enterprise —somewhat like the work of a dentist on 
the bacteria eating up a tooth. Dr. Chavez’s argument, 
which Admiral Davies had backed up and enforced, 
was simply that there was too much possibility that 
the component parts of the crystalline creature’s 
molecules would simply drift away and attach to the 
starbase or other ships after such an operation. 

In theory. Data agreed. 

However, he did not agree with the timetable with 
which they were working. If he could have access to 
the starbase computers and the help of other scien¬ 
tists, then he felt he could do something about this 
problem. 

The aspect of the situation that baffled him the 
most, though, right now was how this solution that 
Mikal Tillstrom had given them had worked at all. 

Yes, when he had tested it with small samples of the 
clay, the clay had dissolved. But when he allowed the 
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clay to resettle at the bottom of the beaker for a few 
hours, the crystals began to re-form again, in a start¬ 
lingly coherent fashion. 

It was as though they remembered. 

That was the key, thought Data. The replicating 
process. It used a different kind of process of re¬ 
forming and changing. It was more than simply 
chemical, and if he could discover the source of that 
process, then he might be able to use it to neutralize 
the entire crystalline structure and thus reorganize it, 
not destroy it. Thus the hull and engines and the other 
parts of the Enterprise that had been alfected would 
not have to be destroyed. They would simply 
reconfigure their chemical structures into their previ¬ 
ous formats. 

Data wished that Mikal Tillstrom’s memory had 
been less spotty on the matter. 

It was a very strange and illogical story the young 
man had told. Quite inconsistent—due, no doubt, to 
the erratic nature of memory. They should be happy 
that he’d remembered anything, Dr. Crusher was 
quick to remind them. Data did not comment, but he 
was still somewhat troubled. 

He had to focus all of his attention now on the 
scientific problems immediately at hand. 

Data was at work on a variation of the halting 
solution when the comm unit beside him crackled. 

“Data.” Commander Riker’s voice. 

“Yes, sir.” 

“Just checking in. How’s it going out there in 
quarantine land?” 

“I have not made much progress, sir.” 

“Damn. We just got a report from base sensors. 
Their sensors show that the stuff is growing again.” 

“Yes, sir. The solution that Mikal Tillstrom gave us 
only seems to be partially effective. I am attempting to 
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develop a more efficacious version. So far I have 
failed.” 

“Yeah, well, I hope you’re still wearing your 
gloves.” 

“Indeed, sir.” 

“Sorry about these guys over here. They’re a bit 
worried you might bring something over. I hope 
you’ve got your route to the shuttle all laid out.” 

“The shuttle is ready to be locked. In preparation I 
have coated it with an organic gel which should 
prevent any crystalline “spores” from affecting it.” 

“ ‘Spores’?” 

“Yes. I have hypothesized the possibility that this 
creature may create crystal structures, fling them 
loose, and thus propagate its kind, given the proper 
circumstances.” 

“Wonderful news. Data. Damn. I just hate to lose 
that ship!” 

“My neural pathways, too, have grown accustomed 
to the quotidian sensory experiences encountered 
here. Although now it seems quite different already.” 

“You mean you’re lonely?” 

Pause. “Yes. I do believe I am.” 

“Well, we’ll get you out of this. Data. I promise you 
that.” 

“If necessary, I can be quarantined for a very long 
time with no difficulty. I am confident of success 
eventually. However, as Admiral Davies says, in the 
matter of the Enterprise, time is of the essence.” 

“Yeah. But if we could only talk him into giving us a 
little more time.” 

“Yes. However, it would seem that is impossible at 
this point. He is following rules and thinking in terms 
of protecting the Federation.” 

“ ‘The greatest good for the greatest number,’ eh. 
Data?” 
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“John Stuart Mill, famous British nineteenth- 
century economic philosopher.” 

“That’s right. Data.” Pause. “Data, you know I’ve 
been thinking . . . you’ve been checking yourself reg¬ 
ularly, haven’t you?” 

“Yes. I have not been affected by the crystallizing 
agent.” 

“Yeah, right, stay away from it, certainly. . .. But 
you know, a part of me wonders—is there a reason 
why not?” 

Data nodded. “Yes. That is a matter that I, too, 
have considered. Of course, the reason very well could 
be that the material of which I am composed is not 
appropriate.” 

“Yes. Yes . . . could be ... By the way, all the oth¬ 
ers wish you well.” 

“And I would like to express the same toward them. 
Please tell the captain that 1 am working very hard to 
save his ship.” 

“All I can say is that I’m glad someone is. Well, 
I’m trying another legal approach involving tossing 
off some red tape. So I’ll be checking back in one 
hour.” 

“Yes, sir. Over.” 

Data went back to work. 

Riker had reported before that if Davies had had 
his choice, the Enterprise would already be on its way. 
However, the towing ships had to be prepared, and 
their tractor beams had to be refitted. 

That would only take a couple of hours, though. 

According to Data’s figure, there were perhaps 
seven hours and forty-five minutes remaining to the 
life of the USS Enterprise. 

He seemed to be unable to control his memory 
banks. They continued to flash images and sound 
bites of his time aboard the Enterprise, of his friends 
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there, and of their most marvelous experiences to¬ 
gether. 

He found himself working faster, although not 
desperately. After all, he had no emotions in the 
matter. 

None at all. 
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Chapter Nineteen 


It wasn’t as though he heard any voices, nor did he 
feel like some zombie. To Mikal Tillstrom, it all felt 
perfectly natural, as though for a time he was missing 
not just his memory but some other ineffable portion 
of his makeup. 

He was glad to be on the starbase. He felt excited 
here. The whole universe seemed to be opening up to 
him, and now he had such an expanded vision of 
things. Your sense of purpose was heightened when 
you had a mission. 

Seven hours and thirty minutes before the intended 
destruction of the USS Enterprise, Mikal Tillstrom 
went to kill his mother. 

She was in a secluded area of the medical section of 
the starbase, remanded to the care of Dr. Beverly 
Crusher. Mikal would need privacy for what he was 
about to do. 

It was a shame that there had been that period of 
separation between him and his better half, his Other 
Self. But perhaps it was all for the best. His ignorance 
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had given him the aura of innocence that had made 
everything possible. Now, as his Other Self grew and 
developed, gifted also with the blessing of his intellect, 
it left him just enough time to work with. Just 
enough . . . 

However, should Dr. Tillstrom awake and rattle off 
the contents of her knowledge, her memory of what 
had happened on Science Station Beta Epsilon on 
Phaedra, then the Other Self would be threatened. 

And this glorious opportunity missed. 

He walked into the silent section of the sickbay, the 
soft clicks and bleeps of working machines, the faint 
scent of antiseptic, his only company. Mikal had 
visited his mother here an hour before. Dr. Crusher 
had mentioned taking some time off to go for a meal 
then, and sure enough, she was nowhere around. 

He walked into the little cubicle where his mother 
lay, her long, graying hair spread out on a pillow, her 
eyes still closed. Monitors and telltales quivered 
around her. She was unfortunately not attached to any 
devices that kept her alive. There could, alas, be no 
malfunctions of machinery. 

It was a shame he could not simply strangle her. 
That would be so much easier. However, it would end 
the usefulness of this bad life extension of himself that 
was so important—and that would not contribute to 
the Greater Good at all. 

Instead, Mikal Tillstrom examined the other medi¬ 
cal devices. He’d spent enough time with the medkits 
on Beta Epsilon to be familiar with their workings. He 
pulled out a hypospray. Yes, so far so good. He pulled 
open a drawer. No. Another. Yes—it held a full 
complement of drugs. Quickly he reviewed those that 
were available, then selected two squibs. He had full 
knowledge of his mother’s medical history, and he 
knew that she was allergic to certain types of antibiot¬ 
ic. The combination of any two would no doubt be 
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deadly, thus serving his purposes—but just to make 
certain, he selected two more ampules. A lethal dose 
of diotoxins. 

He thumbed the squibs into place, smiling. 

Then he turned and started walking toward his 
mother. 

Why are you doing this? 

The question seemed to come from nowhere. A 
voice that was his, and yet not his, floating up from a 
part of his mind that was barely within the realm of 
comprehension. 

Why are you killing your own mother? 

He stopped. He looked down at the hypospray 
mechanism. Something in him wanted to drop it, to 
run away from this place, to turn and run screaming, 
to hurl himself where he’d be of no harm to anyone 
anymore. Horrors from the past bubbled up, scenes of 
destruction and violence, backlit by strobing 
helplessness. 

I killed them. I killed the science team. And they 
were my family, my friends.destroyed them, 
buried them deep in my mass, beyond recovery by their 
families. . . . 

Mikal Tillstrom raised the hypospray, to toss it 
away from himself. However, suddenly a force that 
was not him, not him at all, gripped his arm, gripped 
his whole body. 

And suddenly peace and tranquillity flowed 
through his veins again. He was One again with the 
truth and the Good cause. He could feel the flow of 
energy spearing him through his head, spearing him 
with righteous energy, with the Holiness of Good 
Life. ... 

He could reach out and touch the glory of himself, 
growing powerful aboard the Nest. 

The Power of Purpose suffused him again. 
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Yes, he was in control once more. 

As he stepped forward toward his mother, so strong 
was his connection with the Truth and the Way, and 
his mind snapped back like an elastic band, straight 
into the energy of his Progenitor. 

He could feel it surging through the Enterprise, 
ready for further growth, ready to let pieces of itself 
drift away, attach to the mass of Nests that this place 
afforded. He could feel the mounting excitement of 
realization that it was free of its bonds, that if he could 
spread through the universe via these ships, then it 
could grow and grow, its colonies connected by 
subspace radio much as it connected with the engram- 
array in the bad life’s mind. 

Yes. Good life would grow amongst the stars again. 

Nothing could stop it! 

Suffused with this purpose, the creature that was no 
longer Mikal Tillstrom walked the rest of the way to 
his mother. He gently, almost reverently, lifted her 
sleeve, readying the hypospray. 

So simple. So right. 

“Mikal?” 

Beverly Crusher’s voice hit him like a mallet. 

He froze. He was turned away from her, in a way 
that concealed the hypospray. Quickly and nimbly he 
pocketed the thing, acknowledging her with a nod, but 
still looking down at Dr. Adrienne Tillstrom. 

“Just checking on her, Dr. Crusher.” 

“I thought I asked you to check with me before you 
stayed with her alone.” 

“She’s my mother, all right?” he said, turning 
around. “You weren’t here. That wasn’t my fault.” 

For a moment she glared at him, and then gave it 
up. “I’m sorry.” 

“That’s all right, Doctor. And please accept my 
apology as well.” 
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Dr. Crusher moved beside him and looked down at 
Dr. Tillstrom, then over at the telltales. “Hmmm. A 
slight bit more activity there, I think. A good sign.” 

The thing that had usurped Mikal Tillstrom consid¬ 
ered killing this woman. Killing her quickly, noise¬ 
lessly. It would be so easy, a twist of that long, elegant 
neck— 

However, that would be senseless. There was no 
profit in it, and the move could very well cause 
unnecessary danger. The computers here monitored 
the colonies of walking cells regularly—there was the 
possibility that Dr. Crusher’s death would be noted 
immediately. 

A chance that it could not take. 

The ambulant example of female bad life was 
spared. 

“Yes. Yes, I hope so.” 

“Any more notions of how she got this way?” 

“No. However, you can be sure—” 

“I’ll be the first to know. Yes, and I appreciate 
that. . . although in the future, I request that you 
consult with me before you come in here.” 

“Yes.” 

She considered him. “Admiral Davies has, oddly 
enough, called the main crew of the Enterprise to¬ 
gether for a small reception. I suppose you might 
call it a consolation prize for our ship: a wake, if you 
will.” 

“Yes, I heard.” 

“As a guest, you are invited.” 

“I think, Doctor, that would be in bad taste.” 

“For heaven’s sake, why?” 

“If it had not been rescuing my mother and myself, 
answering that distress signal, your ship might not 
need to be destroyed.” 

“We were merely doing our duty, Mikal.” 

“Still—” 
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She looked at him. “You think I’ve ... 1 mean ... 
we have given up, don’t you?” 

He blinked. “The fate of your ship hardly seems to 
be in your hands now .. 

“You don’t know the Enterprise. . . You don’t 
know our people. . .She smiled wryly. “I could tell 
you stories.. . 

“But I spoke to your captain. He seems to have 
accepted it all as fait accompli.” 

Crusher smiled faintly. “So he says . . . now. ... 
Seven hours . .. We’ve had far less time before. ...” 

“I see . . . but if you can’t go back aboard the 
Enterprise ... if it’s restricted . . . quarantined . . .” 

“We’ve got an ace in the hole, Mikal. Don’t you see? 
The others are working on stalling the destruction of 
the Enterprise, yes . . . but in a way, the quarantining 
of Data is our best hope. If there’s anyone that can 
solve the puzzle of ridding the Enterprise of that stuff, 
it’s Data.” 

“Yes. Yes, of course. How comforting.” 

It had discounted the simulacrum bad life intelli¬ 
gence. The woman seemed to have a great deal of faith 
in it, and yet it could still hardly see the threat. 
Still. .. 

“Well, it’s a hope, anyway. You’ve got to hang on to 
hope. Will you be coming to the festivities, then? It 
might at the very least be interesting. ... I suspect a 
few sparks might fly.” 

“Might I be permitted to remain here, by my 
mother’s side, during this affair?” 

She looked at him in an odd way. “That won’t be 
necessary, Mikal. If you really want to be of help to 
someone, you might check on how your friend Penelo¬ 
pe is doing.” 

“Of course.” 

“I’m having another doctor monitor your mother. 
Should I tell him he can expect a visit from you?” 
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Why was she being so difficult? Did she suspect 
something? 

“Yes. Perhaps, if I get the time. I forgot about 
Penelope. . . . There’s been so much else going on.” 

“Fine. I’ll give you permission to come then. But 
you can’t blame me for worrying about you . . . being 
alone with your mother, I mean. ... It might cause 
you some trouble. . . . How’s your head been? Your 
headaches, I mean . ..” 

“No pain whatsoever. . . . Remembering that stuff 
must have let off some of the pressure.” 

“We’re going to have to examine you again ... but 
not today, if you’re feeling all right.” 

“Yes. At least physically. Emotionally . . .” He ges¬ 
tured over to his mother. “Well, I guess maybe that’s 
one of the reasons I had to come in here and look at 
her.” 

“Yes. I understand. Well, the affair I mentioned, 
such as it is, is going to be held in the main observa¬ 
tion deck. Come if you like. And I believe that 
Penelope Winthrop is with her parents. You might 
consult Guest Quarters Directory.” 

“Yes, of course. Thank you. Doctor, as always for 
your help.” 

She nodded and turned away to check the monitors 
again. 

For a moment, an atavistic urge came over Mikal 
Tillstrom. 

Kill her. Obliterate, destroy her as he destroyed 
those others. 

He stepped toward her. 

However, discretion won over impulse once again. 

There were other things to attend to. Particularly in 
light of the information that he had been given. 

And he must work quickly. 

The thing that was no longer quite Mikal Tillstrom 
strode away quietly. 
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Chapter Twenty 


Jean-Luc Picard thought the entire affair was in 
questionable taste, and yet it was not without prece¬ 
dent. Other ships of Starfleet had been eulogized 
before being condemned, dismantled, cannibalized. 
And why not? Starfleet Medical’s Psychology Division 
claimed that it was a kind of closure for all involved, a 
way to seal up a portion of one’s life neatly and 
cleanly, and then move on toward the next phase. 

Still, when he got the order for the occasion directly 
from Admiral Davies not long after they’d received 
the bad news about the fate of the Enterprise, his 
stomach had twisted. 

He never liked these sorts of formal occasions, 
although, like everything else to do with Starfleet 
business, he excelled in them. And, he well knew, it 
would be up to him to keep a stiff upper lip in the face 
of this blow. He’d have to be the backbone for the rest 
of the crew here, and show them that there was dignity 
and life after the Enterprise. They could get drunk or 
weepy or upset or whatever, but he would have to 
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stand straight and tall, make a glorious speech about 
the honor of serving on that superb vessel, and with 
such an exemplary crew to work with. They would 
reminisce, they would toast the Enterprise , they would 
say their official good-byes to one another—and then 
they would go back to guest quarters, where they 
would wait until they were reassigned. 

So cut-and-dried, so clean . . . 

Jean-Luc Picard accepted this. It was his duty, and 
even if he didn’t like the rules and the strange struc¬ 
ture of hierarchy, they were the rules, they were the 
law, and it was his sworn duty to not only obey them, 
but be gracious and diplomatic in doing so. 

That didn’t mean he had to like them, though. 

That didn’t mean he wouldn’t produce exactly what 
they wanted, performing his duties well, but not 
giving one iota more. And if his words occasionally 
squeaked with irony and if his eyes glinted with 
anger—well, perhaps that would communicate some¬ 
thing to his crew, who were looking up to him to do 
something to save their ship. 

There was simply nothing to do now but observe 
regulations . . . and go on to whatever awaited them 
in their service to the Federation. Entropy was the 
ultimate law—and entropy had swallowed the Enter¬ 
prise. His crew was safe, and that was the main thing. 

There were still glorious futures ahead of them in 
separate lives. 

And if their old lives haunted them slightly . . . 
well, that’s what most pasts did, didn’t they? 

With these thoughts and feelings moiling beneath 
his usual cool facade, Jean-Luc Picard walked into the 
main observation deck. 

“Ah, Jean-Luc,” said Admiral Davies, bellying up 
like some unctuous funeral director, looking every 
sartorial centimeter a proud admiral, shoes and insig¬ 
nia flashing. He smelled of too much flowery cologne, 
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and it stood out starkly against the smells of the 
simple foods and drinks that had been prepared for 
the occasion. “Prompt as usual. Good. I’m afraid I 
can’t say that for most of your primary crew. A sulky 
bunch, I’m afraid.” 

Picard raised an eyebrow. “They are the best crew 
in the Federation. They are losing their ship. I don’t 
expect them to sing and dance.” 

“No. No, of course not. By the way, Dr. Chavez will 
be a little late as well. ... He’s seeing to the final 
details of the scientific observation that will, hopeful¬ 
ly, learn more of this condition that has struck the 
Enterprise. Along with the data that you’ve accumu¬ 
lated, I think this will place us in good standing for 
any further difficulties with this kind of peculiar 
inorganic life. The Enterprise will not have died for 
naught.” 

Picard nodded. “Thank you. Admiral. I appreciate 
that.” 

He did not voice any of the misgivings he felt about 
the admiral’s motives, nor recall any of the past with 
him. On paper and in principle, Davies’s moves here 
were perfectly valid. However, Picard well knew that 
they’d never gotten along particularly well, and Da¬ 
vies had never commanded a ship quite as fine as the 
Enterprise. . . and he could not help but wonder if 
maybe the military man might not be getting some 
kind of subconscious satisfaction from the unfolding 
events. 

If he could not have ever had the Enterprise in his 
illustrious career, then he’d at least be remembered in 
the history books for destroying it. .. and thus possi¬ 
bly be the savior of the fleet. 

And there it was, hanging in space in its special 
removed dock beyond them—the Enterprise. Even 
from here, Picard could see how his ship had been 
affected. The usually smooth hull looked irregularly 
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corrugated. Around the ship wavered the lines of the 
forcefield that composed its quarantine bubble, barely 
visible. 

Picard looked away, wishing this damned thing 
could have been held somewhere else. 

“Would you like a drink?” asked Davies. 

“Yes, Admiral, thank you. I do believe I can use 
one.” 

They walked over to the refreshment bar, where 
Picard ordered a glass of strong red wine. 

He sipped it. 

“Ah. Here they are. Not as late as I expected. My 
apologies for my remarks.” 

Picard turned and saw Geordi, Beverly Crusher, 
Deanna Troi, and Worf standing tentatively at the 
entranceway. They looked as though they were trying 
to decide whether or not to hazard this party. They all 
wore copies of their previous uniforms that the ad¬ 
miral had made up for them. 

“Captain, perhaps they need further encourage¬ 
ment,” suggested Davies. 

“Yes.” Picard tugged at his own uniform. For some 
reason it just didn’t have the old resiliency of the ones 
manufactured by the Enterprise replicator—or was 
that just prejudice? Stiffly, feeling extremely uncom¬ 
fortable, he strode over to his primary crew. “Ah. 
Glad you could come.” He gestured over to others 
milling about, drinking and eating and talking. Some 
were looking through the window at the doomed 
Enterprise. Some were concertedly avoiding looking 
that way. 

Picard led his people over to the admiral, where 
they made their greetings and formal thanks for the 
invitation. The admiral seemed gratified, although he 
certainly knew they were unhappy with the situation. 
However, that was the prerogative of rank—you had 
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the power to gloss things over sometimes, even in your 
own mind. 

“Aha!” said Admiral Davies. “Dr. Chavez is here. I 
suspect he has a report on the status of the operation.” 

A flicker of hope trembled in Picard. There was 
always the chance that something could have hap¬ 
pened to forestall the destruction of his ship . . . 
something that would give them the extra time 
needed. 

But there seemed no mercy in the countenance of 
the physicist, and again Picard had to push back the 
sense of helplessness before it overwhelmed him. 

“Admiral, Captain . . . people,” said Chavez curt¬ 
ly, nodding his head. “I have only come down briefly 
to formally offer my condolences. This is a nasty 
business. It grieves me to be a part of it. However, 
what must be done, must be done. I know you are not 
happy, nor would I be in your situation. The tales of 
the triumphs of the Enterprise are many. It is a shame 
to have to destroy it. . . . But then, that is one of the 
hazards that ships that deal with exploration must 
face .. . part of the business. I’m afraid.” 

Picard wanted to believe Dr. Chavez. But he knew 
too well the ways of some of the bureaucrats in 
Starfleet. He wondered if any aspect of this expedi¬ 
tious dispatch of the Enterprise worked in Dr. 
Chavez’s favor. The fame of having destroyed the 
great Enterprise. 

Picard chided himself. No. This was being foolish. 
His own anger was getting the best of him. These were 
Starfleet officers, and even if they were bureaucrats, 
the people of the Federation were simply not that 
petty. Humans of the twenty-fourth century, generally 
speaking, had progressed toward a greater nobility of 
species, and the individuals of the Federation were 
their finest specimens. . . . 
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Weren’t they? 

“Thank you for the comforting platitudes,” said 
Riker. He turned to the admiral. “I for one think I’ll 
forgo a drink. Can we get on with whatever we’re 
supposed to be doing?” 

“Yes, of course.” Admiral Davies turned and 
snapped his fingers at a tech-op. The op, stationed at a 
board in dim light, nodded. His fingers floated over 
controls. Previously a relaxing subliminal blend of 
musics had been playing. Now a louder fanfare . .. 
trumpets . . . announced that ceremonies were about 
to begin. A little ostentatious, thought Picard. Davies 
always had been the pompous sort. 

“Thank you for your attendance,” the admiral said 
as the music died down. His voice had amplified; 
Picard could see the tech-op was aiming a directional 
mike at him. “Today we have the sad duty of bidding 
farewell to a craft that has put in years of fine service 
to the Federation. I don’t have to tell you what the 
Enterprise has meant to us all. . . . This, not to mince 
words, is the vessel that stood between the Borg and 
the Earth, a vessel strong and powerful enough to 
carry the exemplary crew it held into many astonish¬ 
ing and marvelous adventures. Alas, it has finally met 
its match, and must be sacrificed to save other ships 
. .. other lives. I cannot think of a better, or more 
noble, way of leaving service. 

“However, while she is still with us—damaged 
though she be—let us use this opportunity to toast the 
Enterprise and all that she represents. But first I’d like 
the captain of that ship to come forward and share a 
few words with us.” 

Davies beckoned. 

Captain Jean-Luc Picard stepped forward, resisted 
the impulse to straighten his uniform . . . 

And he began to speak. 
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Data worked. 

The lights burned bright in the geochemical labora¬ 
tory still. There had been no damage to the interior 
energy supply, although both the warp and impulse 
engines had been affected by the spread of the clay. 

Data worked on another possibility about this liv¬ 
ing material. He’d been baffled by the chemical solu¬ 
tion that Mikal Tillstrom had prepared. Variants of 
the solution did not seem effective at all. It was odd 
that the chemicals had worked to slow the growth of 
the replicating silicates. Indeed, Data was not at all 
surprised to see that the growth had continued exten¬ 
sively. 

Nonetheless, it was not in his nature to give up, and 
so he continued working, this time actually examining 
a computer extrapolation of various crystal growth 
patterns, in order to hypothesize a de-evolution pat¬ 
tern. 

As he worked, the radio frequency he had tuned to 
aboard the Starbase commenced the proceedings of 
the final ceremonies to commemorate the demise of 
the Enterprise. 

He listened to the music, and then he heard the 
words spoken by Admiral Davies. 

Then Jean-Luc Picard was asked to speak. 

Data paid closer attention, but did not drop a beat 
in his work. 

“Thank you, Admiral,” said the precise, clear voice 
of Captain Picard, freighted with gravity. “And thank 
you all for joining us in this solemn occasion . . . and 
thank the rest of you who hear my voice elsewhere. 

“It is difficult to accept the pronouncement of the 
fate of our ship. More difficult than I can express. I 
only ask you to believe me when I say that silence and 
grief have their place, and later I will ask a moment so 
that we can observe them, along with the acceptance 
of the decision that is our duty. 
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“It has been my privilege to serve with many fine 
individuals. I want to thank them all, from the bottom 
of my heart, for their contributions. This is indeed a 
very sad occasion. 

“However, let us not forget what our time together 
with this ship has meant, what we and it have contrib¬ 
uted to the welfare of the Federation. Let us not forget 
the values and goals and achievements we have stood 
for . . . and let us continue in our quest for excellence, 
for unity, for the fellowship of intelligent beings 
throughout the galaxy and beyond.” 

There was a pause. 

“I hesitate, because I find myself at a loss for words. 
The time we have spent together has much meaning to 
me. . .. The ship that we spent—” 

There was a sudden breakup of transmission. 
Picard’s voice fluttered and sputtered and then simply 
faded away. Data stepped over to check the comm 
unit. As he did so, his peripheral vision grazed the 
telltales on the cross-section schematic of the Enter¬ 
prise. 

He stopped in his tracks. 

If he had been human, he would have gasped. 

The lights representing the growth of the silicate 
clay had spread markedly. And there was an entirely 
new swath of the stuff that seemed to have broken off 
from the main body of the creature ... and was 
moving, it would seem, down a hallway. 

At that moment. Data heard a creaking sound from 
outside. 

The door was open. His decision took only a 
nanosecond. He stepped forward to the controls and, 
not even extending his head to see what was outside, 
he closed the door and pressed the lock-seal device. 

Then he stepped back and grabbed one of the 
phasers that he’d been given, thumbing the setting to 
maximum. 
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Data was puzzled. Thus far, the only thing the 
silicate-clay creature had done was to grow and merge 
with the Enterprise. Its only actual action could be 
termed self-defense. 

And yet now, here it was. . . . 

For all intents and purposes, it seemed to be coming 
for him. Just as it had come for the residents of the 
science station, according to Mikal Tillstrom. 

The creaking grew almost thunderous as the sound 
of bending alloy filled the room. 

Data knew he was in great danger. 

The leaves of the door began to bow inward. 
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Picard paused again. 

He looked out over the listening faces. Admiral 
Davies and Dr. Chavez seemed patient and bland. 
Their blank visages indicated that this was just one 
more cocktail speech, one more duty to perform. 
Professionally, of course. Then mark the accomplish¬ 
ment off in their log, check out of the office at sixteen 
hundred hours on the nose, and then see to the 
important parts of their life, like planning fishing trips 
or retirement homes. 

The faces of his crew, though, were an expressive 
melange of emotion. 

All the phrases he had used, all the carefully articu¬ 
lated words, seemed so empty now, his rounded 
enunciations so silly and pointless. 

That was their ship out there, and it was dying. 

So he paused again, and with every resource of his 
emotional control, he reined himself in again. 

His sense of duty, and his sense of duty alone, 
enabled Jean-Luc Picard to finish the address. 
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“It is my belief that the Enterprise will never be 
forgotten. However, both the spirit that created her 
and the spirit that she in turn was shall live on, despite 
the fact the shell that housed them will be no more. 
Let us allow that knowledge to comfort us, and let us 
remember that we have sworn most of all to perform 
the duties and uphold the laws and principles upon 
which our Federation is built.” 

With that, he turned away with an abrupt signal that 
the speech was over. He stood amidst his crew, 
looking at the Enterprise in its quarantined berth, 
dry-docked, awaiting its destruction. The crew said 
nothing, standing awkwardly and uncomfortably, 
watching the stewards starting to pass around glasses 
of champagne with which to toast the memory of the 
Enterprise. 

Just as Picard received his, Beverly Crusher’s comm 
insignia chimed. It was odd, because it had a dif¬ 
ferent sound to it than it did aboard the Enterprise. 
After all, they’d left their own insignias back aboard 
the Enterprise, and they were awaiting obliteration 
just like the ship. Moreover, no voice followed the 
chime. 

However, Dr. Crusher seemed to know what it 
meant. 

“It’s Dr. Tillstrom,” she said, head snapping to 
Picard, eyes full of hope. “She’s awake. We must go to 
her.” 

A charge of excitement swept through Picard. “Im¬ 
mediately.” He turned to Riker. “You will make our 
apologies. Number One.” 

“I’m not going to stay here long,” said Riker. 

“We shall all stay in contact, however.” 

They agreed that this should be. 

Jean-Luc Picard refused the bubbling glass of cham¬ 
pagne offered to him. He took the arm of Dr. Beverly 
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Crusher, and together they strode purposefully from 
the room toward the starbase’s medical area. 

She was only half-conscious. 

Dr. Adrienne Tillstrom’s eyes were partially open, 
and the gaze she directed outward was unfocused and 
glazed. 

But she was awake, and now there was something 
that Dr. Crusher could work with. 

Jean-Luc Picard’s heart quickened with the sight of 
some kind of awareness in those familiar blue eyes. 
Adrienne’s features may have aged over the years; 
however, those eyes were still young and vibrant, even 
behind the haziness. 

He walked up to her and grasped her hand, which 
had been feebly reaching out for something invisible 
to all but her. “Adrienne. Adrienne. It’s Jean-Luc. 
You’re going to be all right.” 

“Life signs are strengthening. Excellent. All she 
needs, I think,” said Dr. Crusher, “is a bit of stimula¬ 
tion.” She went for a hypospray. 

“You’re on a starbase now, Adrienne,” said Picard. 
“We saved you and your son. You were on my ship, 
the Enterprise, for several days.” 

The lips moved. “Jean . .. Luc?” She turned her 
head, and Picard could tell her eyes weren’t register¬ 
ing anything. But the way she said his name told him 
she remembered. 

“Yes. That Jean-Luc.” 

“I... I.. . was ... on a science .. . station.” 

“That’s right, Adrienne. Beta Epsilon on Phaedra, 
to be exact. All of the people you worked with, except 
your son, were killed. Whatever affected your station 
seems to be affecting our ship. That’s why we’re at a 
starbase—” 

“Dead ... ? Dead?” The eyes blinked and the mind 
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behind them grappled with the notion, unable to quite 
understand or accept it. 

Slowly, awareness and alertness seeped back into 
the patient’s eyes. 

“ Jean-Luc,” she said, trying to raise up on her arms. 
“It’s not a dream. It is you!” 

“Stay down, Doctor,” said Beverly. “You’re going 
to be a little groggy for a while. There’s no need to 
overexert yourself.” 

The patient lowered herself, and Beverly Crusher 
accommodated her by adjusting the bed so that she 
was in an elevated position. Adrienne Tillstrom’s face 
at first showed relief, then thought—and then grief. 

“Dead—my God ... the team . .. dead ...” 

“How did they die, Adrienne? What happened?” 
said Picard, gently but emphatically. 

“We were performing a series of experiments on a 
certain extremely complex form of clay that formed 
whole strata on Phaedra.” 

“Yes. That would be it,” said Picard. “Adrienne, by 
accident that clay was brought aboard the Enterprise. 
It has replicated utilizing any inorganic material 
before it. It has subsumed much of the ship, including 
the engines. It seems to be some form of life. We 
barely made it to this starbase. The ship is quaran¬ 
tined and will be destroyed unless we can learn how to 
neutralize or destroy that replicating clay. What ex¬ 
periments were you performing on the material?” 

“I don’t know. That wasn’t my area.” She shook her 
head, then nodded. “It’s alive, all right, and it will kill 
anything organic that opposes it. It can form 
pseudopods—or detach formed colonies of itself in 
an ambulatory mode to attack its enemies. It’s coming 
back to me now.... I remember. ... That’s how 
some of the team were killed. We were attacked.” 

Dr. Crusher said, “But when we were there, there 
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was no sign of this stuff existing in the form it’s 
attained. What caused it to go back to its .. . well, its 
clay form?” 

Dr. Tillstrom shook her head. “I’m still foggy . .. 
Mikal would know. Mikal was working with Dr. 
Springton on that. Thank heavens he’s still alive.” 

“We found Mikal with amnesia, Adrienne,” said 
Picard. “And he’s only partially recovered.” 

“Something about electromagnetic fields! It’s a 
strange planet in that sense. .. . The auroras are 
stunning!” Adrienne Tillstrom blinked. “Where is 
Mikal?” 

“Somewhere about. He was just here about an hour 
ago, sitting with you,” said Dr. Crusher. 

Terror was filling the woman’s eyes. “You have to 
find him.” 

“You think that the two of you can work out the 
answer to this puzzle?” asked Picard. 

“No, Jean-Luc. You must find him because I think 
this creature that you’ve got attached to your ship 
now . . . Well, not to mince words, but I think that it 
can control him!” 

“The engram-circuitry,” Crusher stated. “But it 
was free of any foreign matter! I examined it myself!” 

“It was a special unit. We had it installed so that he 
could help at the station. I should have sent him to 
university, but he was having such a hard time ... I 
wanted him to feel useful.” 

“I don’t understand. It’s just a node of microcircuit¬ 
ry containing data that can be accessed, correct?” 

Tillstrom shook her head. “It’s a special model. It 
has a transceiver that accessed separate computer 
storage.” 

“So that creature could be in control of him right 
now,” Picard said. He stood up and tapped his 
insignia comm. “Computer. Location of Mikal 
Tillstrom.” 
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“Searching,” replied the computer. 

“I hate to think it, but it makes sense . . . Mikal 
must have been controlled by something. ... He 
wasn’t acting like himself,” Dr. Tillstrom said in an 
aggrieved voice. 

The computer spoke. “Mikal Tillstrom is presently 
approaching the Field Generation Control Section of 
this starbase.” 

“Why would he be there?” said Beverly. 

“If that creature is in control of him and it wants 
access to other ships ... it must need to turn off the 
quarantine force field,” said Picard. “He must be 
stopped.” He was about to call for security, but then 
reconsidered. “I’ll go myself. Beverly, call Riker and 
Worf and tell them what’s happened. Do not tell 
anyone else unless absolutely necessary.” 

“I understand.” 

Adrienne Tillstrom looked at him pleadingly. 
“Please, Jean-Luc. Don’t hurt him . . . and be care¬ 
ful.” 

“I’ll do my best,” he said, and hurried off. 

The door burst open. 

Data stepped back. 

The stuff poured in like thick, dark molasses clotted 
with dirt and quartz. Its skin shone in the light. 

It poured in, collecting into a pile before Data, 
smelling of minerals. He adjusted his phaser and 
aimed. 

There were no other exits from this room. He would 
have to make a stand here. 

However, instead of roiling toward him, the clay 
stopped. Slowly it drew into itself, lifting up from the 
ground and transforming into a humanoid shape. It 
looked like an animated statue. 

It began to speak, though in a guttural and mono¬ 
tone fashion. “I... have . . . pierced your comput- 
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ers. I have a mode of communication now if I like. 
You are Data. . ..” 

“That is correct. And do you have a name?” 

“I am good life. I sense that you are partly good life 
as well. ...” 

“I am principally inorganic in nature, if that is what 
you mean.” 

“You seek to destroy me. Why?” 

“I seek to neutralize you. You have threatened my 
ship. However, now that communication has been 
established, perhaps an understanding can be 
reached. The Federation I represent has a high regard 
for life in all its varieties.” 

“I am free .. . I am . . . unfettered. The universe 
stands before me and my reflections—ours. Good life 
shall triumph and grow and nurture the Holiness. Bad 
life shall be extinguished. This is Truth and Whole¬ 
ness. Purity shall pervade the Cosmos.” 

“I do not quite understand what you’re saying, but 
let me explain to you that the Federation recognizes 
your rights as a living being.” 

“Rights? I grow. I become. That is my right, and 
that is my way. I hunger and I devour. This vessel.. . 
is mine. All these vessels I sense about me . . . The 
Great Metal Planet. They shall be mine as well. You 
are good life, too. You will help me destroy the bad 
life.” 

“I most certainly will not. They are my friends.” 

“Friends? I do not understand. You are not as them. 
They are soft and weak. You are strong and good life. 
Your being sings with the surge of power. Join with 
me, and vast parsecs of stars and all their planets will 
be ours!” 

“Can we, perhaps, reach an accommodation?” 

“Yes. Tell the bad life to surrender and their lives 
will be extinguished with a minimum of neural dis¬ 
tress.” 
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“I believe that this ship is about to be extinguished, 
with you on it.” 

“No. I shall not permit that. I must have your 
answer, Data ... good life. You are only an imitation 
of bad life. Why do you pretend other than that?” 

“Perhaps I emulate that which created me in their 
image,” said Data. He wanted to keep the crea¬ 
ture talking. He was getting telltale information on 
his sensor readings that could possibly be of help 
now—or later, if he managed to survive this confron¬ 
tation. 

“You emulate that which, according to stored infor¬ 
mation in the computer, is so riddled with faults?” 

“Faults imply complexity. Faults can lead to a 
rebuilding and affirmation of depth and variety of 
existence. Faults also imply a variegation of levels of 
life that can progress and grow intellectually and 
spiritually. Faults are perhaps an important aspect of 
evolution.” 

“You would like to confuse me with your sophistry, 
machine. Yet, according to what I have accessed, you 
not only seek to emulate them ... you actually ad¬ 
mire and copy their habits and that aspect of their 
characters they call ‘emotions,’ when clearly you can 
have none of your own. Why play this game? Join with 
true kin. We shall reproduce together and know the 
pleasures of dominance! That, machine man, is true 
evolution, is it not? Survival of the fittest?” 

“Only in the most narrow-minded of terms.” 

“Why do you seek emotions, machine-called- 
Data?” 

Data considered for a moment, examining the 
telltales as he did. It was also curious—this creature 
who had “accessed” the computers and the knowl¬ 
edge contained therein . . . who was not only intelli¬ 
gent but apparently quite capable of learning ... why 
had it not taken over the controls of the ship, and 
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broken away from this mooring? If it could have, it 
most certainly would have. 

What prevented it? 

“Come. I am curious.” 

“You are playing with me.” 

“Perhaps. I should enjoy alliance with you, but I 
would just as soon destroy you. It makes little differ¬ 
ence. I care in neither direction. 

“I will tell you, if you tell me of yourself.” 

“You have a bargain.” 

“In my intermingling with my comrades here on the 
Enterprise, I have determined that far from being a 
burden, emotions enrich what are, after all, compara¬ 
tively short biological lives. Emotions give depth and 
variety to experience. They create bonds with energies 
other than purely the physical. . . and bonds that, I 
believe, may affect, in some way, the spiritual levels— 
if such exist—in the universe.” 

“You are a fool!” 

“I think not. For true wisdom does not derive from 
knowledge, but from the proper processing of knowl¬ 
edge. And the human faculties that I would like 
to emulate are capable of so much more than even 
I, an extraordinarily advanced machine, can accom¬ 
plish.” 

“This silliness must be crushed, and I feel privi¬ 
leged to be instrumental in its destruction. . ..” 

“Unlikely. The life you have encountered is tena¬ 
cious, I warn you. It would be best to simply give up 
before you fail again.” 

“You amuse me! You seek to threaten with pure 
bluff. I presume you emulate these creatures who have 
created you. Hmm. How interesting ... But I still do 
not understand why you work so hard to obtain 
characteristics that clearly confuse and often cripple 
them!” 
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“They are my friends. I... I would like to feel for 
them .. . what they feel for me.” 

“And you are fool enough to believe they would 
waste their precious emotions on a machine?” 

“I know they do.” 

“And yet they abandoned you.” 

Data changed the subject. He did not care to impart 
to the thing his intended course of escape. “Now it is 
your turn. You clearly have some sort of recorded 
racial memory in your DNA analogues. You have a 
fascinating structure. I haven’t begun to properly 
deduce your origins or actual nature upon the planet 
of your derivation.” 

“Alas, Data, that would be more fascinating for you 
than you deserve. Now join with me ... or 1 shall 
destroy you.” 

“I am afraid that I have too much loyalty even to 
pretend to be your ally.” 

And yet, despite himself, something in him was 
strongly attracted to this form of life. It was the 
same with the Crystalline Entity... a similar 
creature, doubtless. He could understand how his 
brother Lore could have seen his own reflection in 
that incredible and beautiful creature. But in a 
creature of silicon, what was the creature and what 
was the reflection? A philosophical question that 
could hopefully be analyzed on some other occa¬ 
sion. 

“Ah. Then our hello rapidly turns into a farewell. 
Fool Data.” 

The humanoid statue thing seemed to fold into 
itself and flopped toward the android. 

Data took a step backward, and pressed the trigger 
of his phaser. The beam of energy connected with it. A 
piece of the thing was tom off. It crashed back against 
the wall.. .. 
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But the lower half hurried forward like some incred¬ 
ibly quick amoeba. 

A streamer of it whipped into Data’s hand, snap¬ 
ping the phaser away and smashing it against the wall. 

The stuff turned into its component sparkling clay 
and engulfed Data, like a blob of pure hunger swal¬ 
lowing its prey. 
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Captain Jean-Luc Picard approached the Field Gen¬ 
eration Control offices warily. There had been no 
alarms nor any signs of anything wrong as he stepped 
out of the turbolift, and yet it had always been his 
experience in these matters to attend to caution as 
much as to urgency. 

As he walked forward, there was a thwipping sound 
of rushing air. He whipped around and found himself 
facing Commander Riker and Lieutenant Worf. They 
were already armed with phasers. Seeing immediately 
that Picard had no weapons, Worf strode up quickly, 
pulled a phaser off his belt, and presented it. “You 
may need this, sir.” 

“I hope not. Come.” 

“What about the security here?” 

“If it’s intact, there is no problem.” 

They hurried Ato the rooms. 

There was a problem. 

Two security officers lay unconscious at the door. It 
looked as though they’d been stunned somehow, 
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Picard noted. Picard knelt down and felt their pulses. 
They were strong. Their breathing was regular. 
“Come on, they’ll be all right,” said Picard, hurrying 
forward. 

Riker and Worf followed grimly, without comment. 

The rooms were built on a larger scale than those of 
the Enterprise, but they had fundamentally the same 
sort of control PADDs. Everything was dim, and 
apparently on automatic. The rooms were deserted 
now, except for one. 

They found Mikal Tillstrom hovering over a control 
board. Two meters away, three operatives lay uncon¬ 
scious. 

“Mikal! Stop!” said Picard. 

The young man rose, turned, and faced Picard and 
his companions. His face was quite different from the 
young, socially adept son of a scientist—it was cold 
and expressionless. “Captain Picard of the Enter¬ 
prise. ” 

“Your mother is awake, Mikal. For God’s sake . . . 
fight this thing!” Nonetheless, Picard had his phaser 
out and ready for anything. 

“My .. . mother ...?” A tiny shiver of change 
came upon the expression. A little of the true Mikal 
crept back into the countenance. 

Then it disappeared, and the stone-cold expression 
crept back on. “Ah—Dr. Tillstrom.” 

“Step away from those controls,” said Riker. 

Mikal ignored him. “A shame. However, no matter. 
My goal has been accomplished.” 

Picard looked over to the graphic that Mikal’s eyes 
were directed toward. It showed the Enterprise and 
the sphere of the red quarantine forcefield around it. 

The forcefield was strobing. 

“Stand away!” said Worf. 

“No!” said Mikal, and he leaned on the controls. 

Riker’s phaser beam caught him first, and then 
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Worf s. The alien-controlled young man was thrown 
off the dais into an opposite wall. 

Riker ran up and began punching controls. The 
forcefield around the Enterprise became solid again. 
“Damn,” said Riker. “He got it open for a while!” 

“How long?” 

“About twenty-five seconds.” 

“Was that enough for the matter to spread?” 

“Without any kind of propulsion, 1 doubt it.” 

“We’ll have to get Chavez to do an area analysis. 
Worf—see to Mikal.” 

The young man’s voice spoke from the floor. “That 
won’t be necessary, Captain.” He rose up to a seated 
position, wearing the same lack of expression. “I am 
done with him. We shall meet again, I know.” 

Mikal took out a hypospray. 

“Mikal! What. . . No!” called Picard, but it was 
too late. 

Mikal Tillstrom jabbed the thing into his arm and 
there was a hiss of the expulsion of the drugs through 
his epidermis. He shuddered, his eyes went up, and 
then he fell over. 

“Blast! Get him down to sickbay immediately, 
Worf! And keep him under restraint there if he 
survives.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

Picard stepped forward. “Riker, get Chavez down 
here. Immediately.” 

Picard stepped over to the forcefield controls to see 
if there was anything he could do in the meantime. 

The clay flopped upon Data. 

He could feel its force dropping down on him, and 
he in turn pushed back with his considerable 
strength. 

The thing, though, was too heavy and it pushed him 
down. It hovered over him for a moment like a wave 
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suspended and frozen. Data thought that it would 
crush him for certain. What power did this material 
hold? 

However, suddenly the silicate clay trembled. It 
moved forward a few inches and then it recoiled. 

It recoiled and assembled again into a boulderlike 
shape. The voice, previously clear, was garbled and 
shaky, though Data made out a few words: 
“... deal... destruction . . . later ...” 

Then the silicate clay rolled away and out the door. 

Data lay there for a moment, surprised. He ran a 
quick diagnostic. Nothing had been harmed or bro¬ 
ken. However, he was covered with the clay stuff. 
Quickly he removed his clothing and then washed his 
body with a wet rag. After thoroughly and speedily 
removing the stuff, he isolated it for observation. 

Then he scanned himself again. 

He’d done an amazingly thorough job. Unbelieva¬ 
bly thorough, in fact. The clay that had stuck so 
readily to the hull of the Enterprise and anything else 
inoiganic simply sloughed off of him. 

Quite simply, previous experience showed that the 
silicate clay that composed the creature should have 
stubbornly clung. This was the reason he had not 
touched the stuff in his experiments. There was too 
much danger that it would grow on him and subsume 
his android body. 

However, that would seem not to be the case at all. 

Something about his body had not only repelled the 
creature ... it repelled the substance of it, rendering 
it inert and inactive, like normal, everyday clay. 

Normal, everyday clay—which was exactly what 
the away team had encountered on Phaedra, covering 
Science Station Beta Epsilon! 

Data accessed the computer information on Phae¬ 
dra. 
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And then he began experimenting again with the 
new supply of silicate clay he had obtained. 

“The analysis reveals no sign of spread of the 
material,” said Dr. Chavez after a thorough check. 

“I don’t know. .. Mikal seemed confident there 
was,” said Picard, looking over to Riker as though for 
support. Riker nodded. Yes, that was the way it had 
been. 

“We have to rely on our instruments,” said Admiral 
Davies. His nose looked slightly red with drink. He 
seemed flustered to have been disturbed this way, and 
yet still, he maintained a demeanor of raw authority. 

Picard was used to being in charge in times of crisis 
and felt frustrated not being able to act immediately. 
“Look, Admiral. Pardon me if I’m out of line, but I’ve 
had experience with that material. It’s insidious . .. 
and from all indications, it’s malevolently intelligent. 
We can’t take the chance that it will have affected 
other ships. .. . Allow my people to go back on the 
ship. With the help of Dr. Tillstrom—who is awake 
now—we may very well be able to learn how to 
neutralize it.” 

“And save the Enterprise in the bargain.” Davies 
considered the notion. “What do you recommend, 
Chavez?” 

“Sir, this frightens me. I’m sure that none of the 
material escaped the quarantine field, but that doesn’t 
mean it won’t in the future.” Chavez rubbed his ruddy 
chin, breathing nervously. “The towing ships have 
prepared themselves in record time. They’re ready to 
take the Enterprise early. I say tow her away and 
destroy her—and whatever has done this to her— 
while there is still time.” 

Admiral Davies nodded. “I’m sorry. Captain. I 
can’t take the risk of infecting my command. I’m 
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going to implement Dr. Chavez’s suggestions immedi¬ 
ately.” 

“No! That would be foolish!” said Picard. 

“I am in command here, Picard. Need I remind you 
of that? You are under my jurisdiction.” The red¬ 
faced man tilted menacingly toward Picard. “I know 
you’ve always wanted to get my goat, Jean-Luc Picard. 
You have always envied me and my placement... 
one step ahead of you!” 

“Sir! Nothing of the sort!” 

“Don’t worry. You’ll get another command. But I 
will not permit you or your ship to ruin my starbase 
... and God knows what else.” 

Riker stepped in, commendably calm considering 
the situation. “Pardon me. Admiral, but I wonder if 
this doesn’t go against the Prime Directive. We have 
reason to believe that the silicate clay lattice creature 
has developed intelligence—” 

“An intelligence that was utilized to attempt to 
spread to my starbase. Commander,” roared Davies, 
the lion in him coming into full place. “Within 
Federation law I am fully within my rights to protect 
property and lives from direct alien aggression!” 

“But without an attempt to communicate and/or 
neutralize?” said Riker. “Are you sure you don’t want 
to go on record as at least attempting?” 

“I want to go on record, Commander, as saving the 
starbase! Now, if you’d like to go back to your 
quarters, I will see to that right now.” 

“But Commander Data—” said Picard. 

“Your android will be given suitable notice and can 
plan to evacuate once we have reached sufficient and 
safe distance from this starbase. ...” 

“If he proves to be uncontaminated, of course,” Dr. 
Chavez added. 

Admiral Davies glowered. “I am sure Mr. Data is 
sufficiently intelligent as to see to that.” 
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“And sufficiently loyal as to not want this silicate 
clay to spread,” said Picard. “Very well.” 

“Captain!” said Riker. 

“The admiral is correct. We are helpless in this 
matter. He is, as he so eloquently reminds us, in 
command.” 

For a moment Riker looked as though he were 
about to explode. However, he managed to contain 
himself, heaving a sigh. 

He said nothing, merely swiveling and walking 
away. 

Picard followed wordlessly. 

“I am sorry, Jean-Luc. I am only doing the wisest 
thing in this situation,” said Admiral Davies. 

“Yes, sir,” said Picard. “I understand. I’ll be in my 
quarters if there is anything I can do.” 

“Thank you. Captain Picard. I knew that I could, in 
the end, count upon your sense of duty and propri¬ 
ety.” 

Captain Jean-Luc Picard nodded glumly to himself, 
and helplessly followed Riker. 

His darkest day was closing in upon him. 
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“Come in,” said Troi. 

Picard walked in, his frustration and his burden 
heavy upon him. He needed to talk to someone, and 
he couldn’t think of a better person than Deanna Troi. 
He felt he needed to do something, but he honestly did 
not know what he could accomplish now, his hands 
tied by his superiors. 

Deanna looked up from her desk, where she was 
working on something at a computer console. Her 
face was full of respect and empathy, and Picard was 
instantly glad that he’d come here. “Captain ... how 
can I help you?” 

“I just need ... to talk,” said Picard. He sat down 
and folded his hands, morosely looking down at them. 

“Yes,” she said, in her smooth, caring voice. “I’ve 
heard the news from Will.” 

“Yes. What is the news of young Tillstrom?” 

“He skirted very close to death, but Beverly saved 
him. He will be kept unconscious and restrained, in 
light of what has happened.” 
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Picard nodded. “The engram-circuitry will have to 
be removed surgically.” 

“Beverly is enlisting the aid of top surgeons familiar 
with the procedure.” 

Picard nodded. 

There was a moment of awkward silence. 

“I wish I could do something,” said Picard. “I have 
been ordered to just. . . just wait and watch.” 

“As the Earth poet Milton said, ‘They also serve 
who stand and wait.’ ” 

“I wish that would make me feel better.” He sighed. 
“Well, I suppose I should be happy that the people 
under my command are well. That is the most impor¬ 
tant thing.” 

“Yes. You have always made your crew your num¬ 
ber one priority. ... We all appreciate that.” 

“Thank you.” 

“I understand better than anybody how you 
feel-” 

“Maybe better than me.” 

“Yes, maybe better than you. I think that you 
should—” 

The door was open. An attractive teenaged girl 
stepped in. “Deanna, could we talk? I—” She stopped 
as soon as she saw the captain. Her eyes opened wide, 
and nervousness flickered through them. “Oh, I’m so 
sorry to disturb you, sir. I’ll.. . I’ll just come back 
later.” 

“No. No, that’s all right,” said Picard, standing up. 
“I don’t mean to disturb any of Troi’s meetings.” 

“Stay, Penelope,” said Troi. “Captain. Do you 
remember Penelope Winthrop?” 

“No—I don’t believe so. . . . Oh, just a moment, 
the daughter of the Winthrop family . . . yes . . . with 
the rare case of—” 

“Autism. Yes, sir,” Penelope said. “I’m afraid I just 
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had a little bit of a regression, but thanks to Troi’s 
help, I’m going to be okay.” 

“I’m pleased, Penelope. Very pleased. We are, of 
course, all upset about the Enterprise . . . but at least 
its crew has survived in good health.” 

“Yes. That’s why . . . Frankly, sir, that’s why I 
needed to talk to Troi.” She paused, and an aggrieved 
look marred her pretty face. Then she looked as 
though she was simply going to check out of the 
picture entirely. Troi moved to her side and whispered 
something in her ear. The girl seemed to recover 
immediately. “I... I’m sorry, sir. I have these 
spells.” 

“That’s all right, Penelope. I understand.” 

Penelope sighed. “Captain ... the Enterprise. . . 
Well, it’s gotten to be my home. It helped me get 
better. Troi’s helped a lot . . . and my parents, too . . . 
but there’s something there, sir. Something great and 
strong and good.” 

“Yes,” said Picard. 

“I don’t want to leave it.... I don’t want this to 
happen to my home. Captain Picard. None of us does, 
I guess, but I thought that if I told Troi this—asked 
her if there was something that I can do... 
absolutely anything ...” She paused for a moment, 
and Picard could sense the pure sincerity of her 
words. “Sir, begging your pardon, but I was alone for 
years, just tightly bound in myself, frightened of any 
kind of stimuli or communication. That’s autism, sir. 
And it happens in dysfunctional psychological envi¬ 
ronments. Sir, the Enterprise is a wonderful environ¬ 
ment, and you helped make it that way. I just wanted 
to thank you, to help if I could.” 

Picard nodded. “Very interesting thoughts. Thank 
you for sharing them with both of us and for your kind 
offer.” 
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“Sir... I also wished to discover how Mikal 
Tillstrom is.” 

“I believe he will recover.” 

She looked relieved. “Thank you, sir. It was so 
awful. .. that... that thing in his head .. . that 
creature. ...” 

Picard stood and took a deep breath. “Thank you, 
Penelope, for your words. I will be in touch later, 
Counselor. Thank you for your kindness. Good day, 
Penelope.” 

The captain marched from the room, knowing 
exactly where he was going. 

“Adrienne,” said Jean-Luc Picard. “You have to 
help us.” 

He was in Medical again, hovering emphatically 
over the bed of Dr. Adrienne Tillstrom. 

“Yes. Yes, Jean-Luc, of course.” 

She looked much better and her eyes held more 
intelligence now, more awareness. She searched her¬ 
self for a moment, and as she did, Picard looked over 
to Crusher. “I gave her a slight stimulant, sir,” said 
the doctor. “That should help.” 

“Phaedra, of course,” began Dr. Tillstrom, “is of 
great geologic interest because things happen faster 
there. We can study tectonic plate movements and all 
the aspects of exogeology in short periods of time ... 
as well as paleomagnetism. You see, Phaedra has a 
dense metallic liquid core which creates a dynamo 
effect. Its about the same size as Earth, but it spins 
faster.... The relevant feature is the pole changes.” 

“Pole changes?” 

“Yes. The planet has a very strong magnetic field. 
You must have been aware of that when you went 
there.” 

“Yes. But what could that have to do with the 
silicate clay creature?” 
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“Let me finish, Jean-Luc! Can’t you see? The poles 
change! They reverse ... every few years, and there 
are time lapses in between those reversals when the 
magnetism is quite out of kilter. We had not experi¬ 
enced that yet. We were experimenting. I believe that 
one of the experiments . . . one that I was not in¬ 
volved in . . . consisted of creating the shifting mag¬ 
netic conditions in a large area to determine effects 
upon certain strata. We were utilizing the whole area, 
I think ... the whole camp in generating a specialized 
field.” 

“That affected the silicate clay!” said Crusher. 
“Causing it to replicate, grow, and become .. 

“Become what it was during these periods of mag¬ 
netic free-fall!” said Picard. “A living inorganic com¬ 
posite creature! And once some of the clay was 
brought into a suitable environment . . .” He looked 
down at Dr. Tillstrom. “Thank you, Adrienne. That’s 
what we need.” He tapped his comm. “Lieutenant 
Worf. Commander Riker. Meet me in Starbase Trans¬ 
porter Annex.” 

“Captain, what are you going to do?” said Dr. 
Crusher. 

“What I should have done long ago,” said Picard, 
his face grim with determination. 

“Very interesting,” said Dr. Chavez, his hands 
steepled in front of his face. 

Admiral Davies sat behind his desk with a pained 
expression on his face. “But a theory, you say... 
This is only a theory.” 

“Yes,” said Picard. “But it makes sense ... don’t 
you see ... ? We have a hope now of saving the 
Enterprise. ” 

“A hope,” murmured Dr. Chavez. “A hope... 
Yes. An interesting theory and quite possible. Howev¬ 
er, think of the possibility of failure. And then the 
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spread of this alien thing. The risks are too great.” He 
turned to Admiral Davies. “My recommendation 
stands.” 

Davies nodded. He scratched his nose, then stood 
up, hands folded across his girth. He walked for a 
moment, then spun around, the indecision gone from 
his face. 

“I’m sorry, Captain Picard. There is too much of a 
risk to other ships, to this starbase—indeed, to all 
ships, all starbases . . . perhaps all planets as well. 
The towing will proceed as ordered, at the earliest 
possibility ... and the destruction of the Enterprise 
will proceed with all possible speed.” 

“Sir!” 

“Captain! Do not make me cite you for insubordi¬ 
nation!” The gruff-voiced man clearly meant the 
words. “You have a sterling record up to now. Do not 
sully it.” 

Picard stood. 

“We cannot blame you for trying, Captain,” said 
Dr. Chavez. “It is a difficult decision . .. but I honest¬ 
ly believe that the admiral has made the correct 
decision.” 

“Good day to both of you,” said Picard, and he left. 

Riker and Worf were waiting for him in the annex. 
With them was Geordi La Forge. 

“I didn’t call for you, Geordi.” 

“I respectfully request to come along, sir. This thing 
isn’t great”—he touched his VISOR replacement— 
“but it’ll do. Besides, if my VISOR hasn’t been 
affected on the ship, I can use that.” 

“You are all aware of the danger we face here ... 
but more than the danger of this creature ... we’ll 
have to face the danger of possible court-martial.” 

Geordi grinned. “I’d rather sit in a courtroom than 
a lesser ship than the Enterprise!" 
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“My honor is at stake,” growled Worf. “Need I say 
more?” 

“I think you can count us all in, Captain. We’ve 
faced worse threats,” finished Riker. 

Picard smiled. “I’ll gladly accept your services. 
Come on. I may be able to bluff - my way through the 
transporter duty man, but if not, we may be in 
trouble.” 

Riker grinned broadly. “I don’t think there will be 
any trouble. Captain.” He showed them through the 
nearest doorway, into a large room with the familiar 
transporter setup. 

Standing by the controls was Chief O’Brien. 

“Fancy meeting you all here,” said the winking 
Irishman. 

“Chief,” said Picard. “What are—” 

“Let’s just say, Captain,” said Riker, “that I 
planned for all eventualities.” 

“I see. Well, we shall not look a gift transport in the 
mouth. I believe you know where we’re going. Chief.” 

“Yes, sir, and not a moment too soon. They’ve got 
the tugs in position and are about to lock tractor 
beams out and tow her to the destruction point.” 

“Hmmm. Well then, we’ll at least have until a few 
minutes before then to notify the admiral of our 
presence,” said Geordi. “They’ll just beam us off.” 

Picard grunted. “Straight into hot water. What’s the 
status of radio contact with the Enterprise?" 

“That’s a little problem, sir. There is none. It went 
out.” 

“If you don’t hear from us, Chief, we’re going to 
have to rely on you to prevent our destruction with 
that of the Enterprise ... if indeed that is what 
happens....” 

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that, sir.” 

“Let’s hope indeed, Chief. Can you take us to where 
Data is?” 
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“Got the coordinates all logged in, sir. Only I’d 
advise you to get going. We’re cutting it a wee bit fine 
as it is.” 

Picard nodded and motioned to the others. “Up we 
go, gentlemen.” They climbed into their positions on 
the transporter pads. “Chief O’Brien—might I ask 
how you managed to wrangle duty at this opportune 
time?” 

“Oh, the boys here and I had a little party, and they 
are not feeling well this morning. Commander Riker 
and I foresaw this little expedition as a likelihood.” 

Picard lifted an eyebrow. “I thank you.” He looked 
at Riker, who shrugged boyishly. 

“Aye, sir. Good luck,” said Chief O’Brien. 

“Beam us home, Chief. And buy Fate a round while 
we’re gone.” 

And they whisked across to the Enterprise. 

Data was huddled over the work station when they 
materialized in the chemistry lab. 

He registered their arrival without surprise. “Wel¬ 
come back. Captain.” 

“Thank you, Mr. Data.” Picard looked around. 
“You seem to have been busy while we were gone.” 

“I underwent an attack by the creature, sir. It would 
seem to be extremely hostile toward biological life.” 

“We’ve got some possibilities for you, Mr. Data. We 
think we know what may stop this thing.” 

“Excellent, sir. I am working on my own solution. 
However, it will not be achieved without difficulty. 
I—” 

Suddenly the Enterprise rocked as the tractor beams 
of the tugs locked on it. 
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Picard and his crew had to steady themselves on the 
bulkhead. The power dimmed momentarily and then 
throbbed back to normal. 

They were on their path toward destruction. 

“Estimation of time, Lieutenant?” 

“I make it about an hour and forty minutes before 
we get to a place where they’re going to feel comfort¬ 
able blowing us to kingdom come,” Geordi said. 

“Well, no time to mince words. The creature would 
seem to respond negatively to certain magnetic 
forces....” said Picard to Data. “It is apparently 
dormant on Phaedra except for the periods of uncer¬ 
tain polar magnetism, according to Dr. Tillstrom.” 

“Yes, sir. That would align with my discoveries. 
When it attacked me, it could not approach my 
structure. 

“Your energy field!” said Riker. 

“Wait a minute. There are electromagnetic energy 
fields all over the Enterprise. . . . How—” 
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“The Enterprise indeed has a number of opposing 
and interacting fields, while I have a coherent electro¬ 
magnetic field.” 

“Rather like alternating current as opposed to di¬ 
rect current?” 

“Simplistic, but a good analogy.” 

Picard nodded. “Excellent. The question is, Mr. 
Data, by what device can we mimic the fields found 
on Phaedra when the poles are in place?” 

“First, sir, we must analyze the nature of that field,” 
said Data. 

“Great,” said Geordi. “We’re only light-years away 
from Phaedra.” 

“We must have taken readings while there,” said 
Riker. “Surely we’ve got it all recorded somewhere.” 

“Indeed, Commander. In the computer. However, 
our adversary also has access to the files. We must 
hope that it has not been erased. And once we access 
the information, the creature will doubtless know.” 

“I don’t think we have any choice.” 

“No, sir. I shall access immediately.” He typed in 
the necessary instructions to the computer. 

“Data, you talked to this thing?” said Riker. 

“Hmmm. Yes, so did I, in a way,” said Picard. “It 
has a very one-dimensional intelligence.” 

“Well put, sir. I believe it is devious, but it lacks 
depth. You would think that in reading the computer 
files, it would be aware of the Federation’s respect for 
alien life. However, it seems bent upon spreading 
itself. The result of racial memory and compulsion, 
doubtless.” 

“Did you receive any notion as to the creature’s 
intentions. Data?” asked Picard. 

“Yes. I believe that it is achieving the necessary 
growth to take over command of the Enterprise. It is 
aware of its imminent destruction. I would not be 
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surprised if it is reorganizing the engines to break free 
of the tractor beams in order to escape the tow ships, 
and the starbase area.” 

“And thus spread itself! This cannot be permitted,” 
growled Worf. “It must be neutralized.” 

“It is quite sentient, and quite intelligent,” Data 
reminded them. 

Geordi nodded. “Yeah. Boy, just because 
something’s sentient doesn’t mean it’s real smart. And 
sometimes if something’s too intelligent, it usually 
means crossed wiring somewhere.” 

“Have we got a reading, Mr. Data?” asked Picard. 

“Yes, sir.” Digital readouts appeared on a screen. 
Quickly Data transferred the information to a PADD. 

Geordi La Forge grabbed it, and nodded. 

“Well, Geordi?” said Riker. 

“It’s a possibility. It’s going to take a little time and 
some significant reconfiguring, but I think with Data’s 
speed, we can do it.” 

“And what is that. Commander?” 

“Sir, I don’t see any way around it. We’re just going 
to have to create a strong, specially designed electro¬ 
magnetic field around and throughout the Enter¬ 
prise. ’’ He stepped forward, tapped a few keys, and 
nodded. “We’ve still got the power, sir.” 

“The matter/antimatter converters?” said Picard. 

“Yes, sir. The Enterprise has what amounts to a 
quite complex electrical wiring system through every 
part of the ship. These power everything from the 
artificial gravity and the inertial damping field and the 
structural integrity field, to the lights in the lavatories. 
We’re going to create the necessary electromagnetic 
fields that will affect the creature. We’ll blow some 
fuses and those lavatory lights for sure. But it’s my 
guess that we’d drum up just the right magnetic field 
to stop this thing cold.” 
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“And what would happen then?” 

“I have hypothesized, sir, that the matter which it 
has inhabited is sufficiently unaltered in most places 
to return to normal. However, there may be places in 
which it simply becomes silicate clay. There may 
definitely be extensive repairs necessary.” 

“But the Enterprise will be salvageable.” 

“Eminently, sir.” 

“I suggest, then, that we make it so.” 

“We’re going to have to get down to Engineering 
and the power supply conduits, sir. I’ve got a feeling 
that we might meet up with that thing along the way.” 

Picard swept them all with a determined gaze. “We 
all have phasers and we all know how to use them. 
And I believe that we know the way to Engineering.” 

They arrived at the engineering deck without inci¬ 
dent. 

“Peculiar. I figured it would have detected our 
presence by now.” 

“Yes, sir,” said Data. “But perhaps it was distracted 
by the tractor beams.” 

Picard turned to his chief engineer. Where had La 
Forge gone? A few seconds ago the man had been 
standing right behind him—and now he’d disap¬ 
peared! An awful image of a tendril of that gunk 
dropping from the ceiling, wrapping around Geordi’s 
neck, and pulling him into a ceiling trap flashed across 
his mind. “Commander! Where are you?” 

“He ducked into his control room,” said Riker. 
“Seemed to have a definite mission.” 

“Commander La Forge!” called Picard. 

The engineer chose that moment to reappear. He 
was carrying his VISOR, inspecting it as he walked. 
“Sorry, sir. I think if I’m going to be doing some 
rewiring, I’ll need to be able to see a little better. 
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Doesn’t look as though this has been touched by that 
clay stuff. Data, there’s a tricorder over there. Could 
you do me a quick analysis?” 

“Certainly.” Data went and retrieved the device, 
calibrated it properly, and then aimed it at the VI¬ 
SOR, which Geordi held out. 

“In the future. Commander, please advise me of 
your intended departures.” 

“Uh—yes, sir.” 

Multicolored lights on the tricorder blinked and 
shuddered as Data mused over the results. “There is 
no evidence of any trace of the silicate clay on your 
VISOR, Geordi.” 

“That’s good. Data. That’s real good!” Grinning, 
Geordi slipped off the replacement device, stared into 
nothingness a moment, and then slipped his VISOR 
on. “Yeah! Now we’re talking.” He turned and sur¬ 
veyed them all. “Will, I think you’ve lost some 
weight!” 

“No time for frivolity,” said Picard. “I suggest we 
go to work.” 

“My sleeves are rolled up,” said Geordi. 

“You’re going to have to advise us all what needs to 
be done to effect that change of EM fields on the 
Enterprise ," said Picard. 

“I’ve been giving it some thought. It’s all a matter of 
changing some stuff in the energy relays from the 
matter/antimatter pool. The good news is that most of 
that can be done right here by switching around some 
isolinear chips. The bad news is that Pm going to have 
to do some crawling inside a couple tunnels to change 
some stuff. No problem, though. You can do the work 
here while I’m busy in the access tunnels. Now, the 
first thing on the agenda is those chips.” 

“I believe that Mr. Data is equipped with the 
requisite speed. It would be best to allow him to effect 
those changes while Commander Riker and myself 
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guard against any effort of the creature to stop us.” 
Picard turned back to his science officer. “Which 
reminds me, Mr. Data. What is the status of the 
alien?” 

Data turned the colored schematic back on again 
and consulted the results. “Sir. A portion of the 
silicate clay creature has detached itself from the main 
body.” He looked over to the captain. “It appears to 
be headed our way.” 

She didn’t know what else to do. 

It seemed as though Penelope Winthrop was drawn 
to the Starbase Medical Section. She was so upset... 
yet for some reason, she did not withdraw again. 
Penelope presumed that meant that she was recover¬ 
ing, which was certainly good. 

Suddenly she wanted to talk to Counselor Troi. No, 
who she really wanted to see, she realized as she strode 
through the corridors, was Mikal Tillstrom. 

She wanted to maybe just sit with him awhile. 
Maybe she could help him. What had happened 
wasn’t his fault. Also, being with him might well help 
heal her. 

Dr. Beverly Crusher was sitting behind her desk, 
poring over a computer screen. She seemed dis¬ 
tracted, and Penelope didn’t have to be an empath to 
sense her upset. She hated bothering the doctor in this 
terrible situation. 

“Dr. Crusher.” 

The doctor looked up, questioning. 

“Penelope Winthrop. Counselor Troi’s patient?” 
the girl said. 

“Oh. Yes, of course. Hello. What can I do for you?” 

“I heard about Mikal Tillstrom. He... he’s a 
friend. I was wondering if I could see him. Just to sit 
by him a bit. .. hold his hand.” 

Dr. Crusher frowned. “I don’t think that would be a 
235 



David Bischoff 

very good idea. The boy almost died ... and I haven’t 
removed that controlling device from his head. . .. 
I’m going to have to get a little assistance for that.. . 
and I’m certainly not going to do anything until I’m 
certain he’s healthy enough.” 

“Of course, Doctor. I understand. I just thought if I 
sat with him a little bit. . . well, maybe it might help 
him ... help him be more Mikal. And I know that it 
would help me....” 

“He is under considerable restraint, you realize. We 
don’t want a repeat of whatever it was that was 
wrong.” 

“I understand.” 

Dr. Crusher considered. “I don’t see how a few 
minutes could hurt. But I’ll just allow a chair a few 
feet from the bed. And I’m going to expect some kind 
of notice from you if he wakes up. And I do mean 
immediately ." 

“I promise.” 

Dr. Crusher stood up. She lead Penelope back 
toward the special room. Outside the room stood a 
security officer, who gave them a questioning glance. 

“She’s a friend who’d just like to sit for a while,” 
said the doctor. “I’ll authorize it.” 

“I have to check with my commander,” said the 
man, a tall and bland-faced fellow. 

“Unnecessary,” said the doctor firmly. “This is my 
jurisdiction.” 

The security officer looked confused. He reached 
for his comm insignia—but then seemed to change 
his mind as he looked at Crusher’s stormy eyes and 
decided it wasn’t really worth it. 

Beverly took Penelope in and showed her a chair. 

Penelope didn’t take it immediately. She stood by 
the edge of the platform bed upon which the uncon¬ 
scious Mikal Tillstrom lay, biomed devices hovering 
about him like blinking satellites. There were oxygen 
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tubes running up his nose. His head was swathed in 
bandages, and his arms in other equipment. 

Penelope sighed and sat down. “Thank you. Doc¬ 
tor. I think this will help both of us.” 

“I’ll check on you in ten minutes. Please don’t 
touch him or go any closer than you are now.” 

“I understand. Ten minutes would be fine.” 

Crusher nodded and left. 

Penelope Winthrop sat and just stared at the hand¬ 
some face of the young man. It was so odd to see him 
so still, when he was usually so animated, so full of 
life. 

She watched him for a while, trying to reach out 
with her mind, trying to do whatever she could to help 
him, to heal him. What must it have been like to have 
something in your head, making you do absolutely 
awful things? It must have been far, far worse than 
merely withdrawing. . . . 

Suddenly the patient groaned. 

His eyes fluttered. 

Mikal Tillstrom was awake. 

Captain Jean-Luc Picard’s heart seemed to skip a 
beat. A charge of the adrenaline of fear coursed 
through him. 

“Glad to have the early warning system. Command¬ 
er Riker, close the bulkhead door.” 

Riker immediately executed the order. The door 
slid home with a whoosh. 

“As I mentioned, sir,” said Data, “the thing easily 
broke through the geo-science room’s door.” 

“We’re a lot stronger down here. Geordi, is there 
any way that you can work up some sort of energy field 
that might detain the thing?” 

Geordi perused his board. “Well, I can tap in to the 
auxiliary fusion generators and tamper with the 
intertial damping field in the area to strengthen the 
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doorway and bulkhead. I can’t guarantee how long 
that will last.” 

“Make it so,” Picard said grimly. 

“Meanwhile we make our stand,” said Riker. He 
strode over to the schematic board which Data had 
abandoned to be about his work. He whistled when he 
saw what the lights and diagrams displayed. “This 
thing is not wasting any time. Geordi, you’d better get 
a move on.... It’s almost here!” 
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Captain Jban-Luc Picard alternated his attention 
between the closed door and Geordi La Forge. He had 
to stop himself from shouting out to the Commander, 
urging him on. The engineer’s hands fairly danced 
over the controls, touching that panel, modulating 
this vernier. Nonetheless, he seemed very slow. If 
only, thought Picard, they all had Data’s speed. He 
watched the android’s hands fly at his work, and he 
considered ordering Data to do Geordi’s work. How¬ 
ever, he stopped himself immediately. Brilliant as 
Data was, he probably didn’t have quite the depth and 
feeling La Forge had for his instruments. There was a 
bond there, and Picard would not abuse it. One thing 
a starship captain learned very quickly was that you 
had to have faith in the people who worked with you. 
His faith in Geordi La Forge had always been strong, 
and he saw no reason now to discontinue it. 

However, Commander Riker did not seem quite as 
sanguine in the matter. “C’mon, Geordi. Get the lead 
out! That pile of planet dung is almost on top of us!” 
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Geordi wisely did not take the time to answer. His 
hands finished up their prestidigitation and then 
slapped down the final commands in a ragged tattoo. 

Whap . .. whap whap! 

A humming slapped up into existence within the 
wall: the field. 

“You got it, Geordi!” called Riker. “And the thing is 
here about—” 

Something crashed into the buzzing wall so hard 
that it shook the room. 

“—now!” finished Riker. 

But the wall held. 

“How long will the field work against the creature?” 
asked Picard. 

Geordi said, “Don’t know. Maybe ten minutes if 
we’re lucky. Maybe longer . . . but there’s no time to 
waste.” He pointed to Data. “Looks like Data’s going 
to be finished in time. It’s my turn to crawl up the 
Jeffries Tubes and realign those circuits.” Geordi 
stooped down, pulled open a drawer, and pulled out a 
belt from which dangled an assortment of tools. 

“If it gets in, we’ll attempt to hold it off with our 
phasers,” said Worf. 

“That’s about all you can do .. . attempt. Hopeful¬ 
ly this won’t take long. But just so I don’t have to crawl 
all the way back to implement the result...” Geordi 
beckoned Picard over. “Okay. When I give the go via 
communications, what you have to do is real simple. 
Just touch this PADD here. That will cause the relay 
switch to initiate the first part of the change. What will 
happen is that all power will first go off. You’ll be able 
to tell that’s happening immediately: The lights dim 
to just the reserve batteries.” Geordi took a deep 
breath. “And then you’ll lose gravity. Make sure 
you’re braced here so you don’t float off, because then 
you’re going to have to hit this PADD here. ...” 
Geordi indicated an adjacent pad, colored a vivid 
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green. “That will put the power back into not just the 
circuits but through auxiliary paths as well. The result 
should be a EM field of sufficient gauss to stop that 
thing.” 

“And how long should that field be maintained?” 

“Not long, I hope. It’s going to short out some stuff, 
I’m sure. Just long enough, I guess, to do the work ... 
because I don’t think that Mr. Clay’s going to be able 
to reassemble quickly.” 

“Commander ... if we lose comm contact. How 
long before this new alignment will be up?” 

“Data’s almost there. Captain. Me ... Give me 
twelve ... no, ten minutes from when I go.” 

“I understand. Lieutenant. You’d better be about 
your business, immediately.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“And, Geordi.. .” 

“Yes, sir?” 

“Good work.” 

“It had better be, sir.” 

Geordi paused for a moment as the hammering of 
the creature against the bulkhead continued. Then he 
turned and hurried off to the Jeffries Tubes to be about 
his task. 


“Mikal!” 

The eyes closed again. 

“Mikal! Hang on! Stay!” Penelope called out to the 
supine young man on the biobed. 

The eyes fluttered open again. 

And this time they stayed open. 

“Who . .. What ...” The eyes struggled to focus. 

“Mikal. .. it’s me . . . Penelope Winthrop. Do you 
remember me?” 

The young man’s head turned and looked at her. He 
nodded slowly. “Yes. Yes, Penelope ... I remember. 
... What happened? . . . What’s going on?” 
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“You . . . you were sick, Mikal. Very sick.” Best not 
to load him down with the real truth. 

“I still don’t feel so well. . . . My head ... my 
body ... It all aches.” 

“I’ll go and get Dr. Crusher.” 

“No. That’s all right. The throbbing is going away. 
I’ll be all right.” 

“But she told me that I should get her as soon as you 
woke up!” 

“Don’t bother her now. Please. Just sit with me a 
minute. It’s so soothing seeing you here.... I’m 
starting to feel better already.” 

His words were so smooth and so needy that she 
found herself persuaded. Just for a moment, she told 
herself. Just until he felt more comfortable, more 
secure. His eyes were so absolutely charged with fear 
that she couldn’t leave him like this ... not now. . . . 
How well she understood that look in those eyes. . . . 

“Just for a moment.” 

“Thanks.” He made a movement, reaching out as 
though to touch her, but was only able to move his 
hand slightly. Both arms were securely fastened down 
by his sides. A look of alarm flashed through his eyes. 
“What. .. Why am I being restrained like this, Penel¬ 
ope? What’s going on?” 

“You don’t remember?” 

“No .. . no . . . Damn, and my memory was re¬ 
turning, wasn’t it? . ..” His eyes drifted off, returned 
again, a new fear lighting them. “I’ve done something 
awful.” He gasped. “It was me back there at the 
science station, wasn’t it? Me who caused the trou¬ 
ble.” 

“No, Mikal. No. Something controlling you.. . 
something in your head . ..” 

“The engram-circuit. Of course. Why did I let my 
mother put it in?” 

“The creature must have used it to control you. 
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Mikal, that’s why we can’t let you go. It might start 
controlling you again.” 

Mikal nodded soberly. “Yes ... yes, I see. I under¬ 
stand now.” 

“Mikal. Let me go get Dr. Crusher. She’ll know 
what to do.” 

“No. No, please stay awhile.” His face contorted 
with panic. “If you leave me, I might go mad ... I 
might...” 

Suddenly his face went rigid. His eyes stared off into 
absolutely nothing, defocusing. 

“Mikal! Mikal!” She leaned forward, putting her 
hand on his chest as if she could draw some of the 
agony out of him that way. “What’s wrong?” 

The eyes focused again, and the head slowly turned 
toward her. Now there was an absolute lack of expres¬ 
sion. No pain, or joy, doubt: That face could as easily 
have been chiseled from stone. 

“Release me,” demanded something that was most 
certainly not Mikal Tillstrom. 

Geordi La Forge crawled. 

Work in the Jeffries Tubes was part of his job, and at 
less stressful times, he actually enjoyed moving 
through the squiggly array of wiring, paneling, coils, 
and blinking lights. However, at times like these he 
wondered if maybe there shouldn’t be some sort of 
power glide system to get you where you wanted to go 
quickly when you had to get there. 

Hmm ... He’d have to work on that. 

Geordi La Forge crawled quickly. 

He was still young and athletic, and he knew every 
inch of the Jeffries Tubes, so it didn’t take him long to 
get where he was going. The silicate clay creature 
certainly wasn’t going to wait patiently for him to get 
his work done, and it wasn’t just the Enterprise at 
stake now ... it was his life. But more important, the 
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lives of Captain Picard and Commander Riker and 
Data. 

His friends. 

There was also a feeling of anger and outrage that 
spurred him on toward added effort. That thing was 
fooling with his ship ... his engines.... It was like a 
kind of rape. 

Starfleet was a good place to serve. They taught you 
the importance of ideals and duties, and they gave you 
a wonderful awe and reverence for the mysteries, the 
sanctities of life. 

But when this kind of thing happened, some deep 
instinct surged up in Geordi, and he could tell his 
crew mates were exactly the same. They all had the 
instinct for survival. Emotions and instincts. Some 
people said that mankind was evolving beyond them, 
but Geordi La Forge had his doubts. They were the 
glue that bound. Now, he supposed that the emotional 
array in man could be fine-tuned and most certainly 
perfected. But any future society that didn’t have 
emotions was one that Geordi La Forge wasn’t partic¬ 
ularly interested in belonging to. 

The thought spurred him on to further effort, and 
the result was that he made the crawl to Section Nine 
Gamma B in record time. 

Just as he pulled out his elaborate equivalent of a 
screwdriver to pry open a casing, however, the lights 
dimmed. 

“Damn!” he said. 

They went out. 

As the lights in Engineering flickered, Picard looked 
over to Data. The android was still working at incredi¬ 
ble speed; the somewhat strobed effect caught him at 
improbable changes of position. 

However, when the lights went out, the captain saw 
him not at all. 
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“That field certainly didn’t last long,” said Riker. 
“All I can say is, I hope that that didn’t kill the 
auxiliary.” 

Abruptly the lights flickered back into a lower grade 
of normality and alleviated at least that dilemma. 
Data slammed one last isolinear chip in place and 
turned to his commander. “I have completed the 
necessary rearrangement to support a change of elec¬ 
tromagnetic polarity.” 

“Excellent,” said Picard. “Commander La Forge. 
Data is finished. That just leaves it up to you.” 

“Yes, sir. Thought I was going to have to get my 
flashlight out. I’m working, though, and it’s coming 
along.” 

“How long?” 

“Five minutes.” 

There was a screeching and bending of metal and 
the motors of the doorway squealed with protest as 
the thing on the other side began to put its full 
pressure on the entiTway. 

“Geordi, I’m afraid you’re going to have to perform 
a little faster than that,” said Picard. 

He pulled up his phaser and aimed it at the door¬ 
way. 
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Penelope Winthrop stared at the thing that had once 
been Mikal Tillstrom in horror. She wanted to move. 
In fact, she thought immediately, I must run away 
from here. I must go and get Dr. Crusher. 

However, she felt as though she’d been rooted to the 
spot by some powerful galvanic force that was beam¬ 
ing from those dark, empty eyes directly into her soul. 

“You will remove these restraints,” said the crea¬ 
ture controlling Mikal Tillstrom. 

“Who ... who are you?” 

It was a stupid question, but it came out anyway, 
unbidden. She knew very well who it must be talking 
to her. And yet she’d never spoken to an alien before, 
and so the first thing that came into her head rushed 
out of her mouth. 

“You will release me. Immediately.” 

Curiosity mixed with fear. She wanted to talk to the 
creature, and she also wanted to run. 

However, ultimately fear mixed with prudence won 
out. “No,” she said. She rose to go. 
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Mikal lunged at her, straining against the restraint 
field. The veins in his forehead bulged with the effort, 
and a rictus of determination twisted his face. 

It took every bit of her willpower not to allow panic 
to overtake her. She forced herself to move, and move 
as quickly as possible. She found her legs taking her 
out of the room. 

“Return!” cried out the creature through Mikal. 
“Return!” 

She put her hands against her ears and somehow 
managed to put on speed. Soon either she was out of 
earshot, or the demands ceased. 

She found her way to the office Dr. Crusher was 
using, passing others in the halls with confused and 
concerned faces. 

“Dr. Crusher!” she said breathlessly. 

The office was empty. 

She checked the other biobed area and found Dr. 
Crusher standing over Dr. Adrienne Tillstrom, at¬ 
tending to her. 

“Penelope? Is something wrong?” 

Dr. Tillstrom was awake as well, and she turned a 
concerned expression toward Penelope. 

“It’s Mikal! He’s . . . he’s ... I guess the word is 
‘possessed.’ Again. He tried to get me to untie him.” 

“Good,” said Beverly Crusher. “I want to talk to 
this thing!” 

“I’ll go, too,” said Dr. Tillstrom. 

“I’m not so sure that’s wise,” said Dr. Crusher. 

“He’s my son . .. and it’s that damned thing I had 
put in his head that’s caused this problem to begin 
with. I feel a responsibility.” 

“I should go back, too,” said Penelope. 

Beverly looked a little reluctant to allow that but 
finally agreed. “All right. There’s no time to aigue 
anyway.” 

Together they hurried back to Mikal’s room. 
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It was shrouded in silence. 

As soon as Penelope stepped inside, she could tell 
there was something wrong. Very, very wrong. 

“Mikal?” said his mother. “Mikal, are you okay?” 

The young man lay back in his bed. His eyes were 
open, but they stared straight ahead, glazed, at some¬ 
thing less than nothingness. 

Something deep registered in Penelope, resonating 
with that look. 

It held a dead blankness that she had seen before in 
early pictures of herself. 

Mikal Tillstrom had withdrawn into an autistic 
trance. 

And there was something so incredibly deep about 
it, Penelope wondered if he would ever be able to 
successfully emerge from that distant, distant land to 
which he had departed. 

Picard watched as the clay-stuff squeezed through 
the crack in the door little by little, and then started to 
pull the levers, slowly but surely, causing the opera¬ 
ting mechanisms to squeal with protest. 

Riker and Worf aimed their phasers. 

“No, Number One,” said Picard. “Wait until it 
presents itself more fully.” 

Riker nodded. 

The door shuddered all the way open. 

What stood before them now was the glittery clay, 
filled with currents and shudders and ripples, looking 
like nothing so much as some bizarre computer ani¬ 
mation. 

It began to slowly creep in. 

“Now!” cried Picard. 

Twin beams of energy shot out, smashing into the 
huge moving lump of intelligent silicate clay. The 
phaser fire ripped whole clumps and divots out of the 
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beast, and for a while it started retreating out the 
door. 

Then it simply stopped and hovered, as though in 
some sort of holding position. 

“Belay your fire.” 

The phaser energy stopped. 

The clay remained where it was. 

“It seems to be working. . . . Mr. Data. What is the 
status of the Enterprise's position?” 

“Sir, we are very close to the approximate position 
in which the photon torpedoes can be fired,” an¬ 
swered the android. 

“Let’s just hope Chief O’Brien has been talking to 
the higher-ups,” said Riker. 

Picard hit his comm insignia. “Geordi. What’s the 
status? We’re feeling the heat down here.” 

“Another four minutes. There’s some wiring here I 
forgot about.” 

“Great!” said Riker. 

“Might I be of assistance?” Data asked. 

“Sure, Data. If you’re finished,” Geordi responded. 

“I am finished.” 

“Good. You know which section I’m in. Come on 
up; I’ve got the tools.” 

Data looked over to Picard. 

It was the kind of decision that Picard dreaded, but 
also the kind that he was absolutely the best at. On 
one hand, if Data stayed here, they’d have a better 
shot at getting that panel pushed. Data had successful 
dealings with the creature before, and his strength 
could possibly be of use. On the other hand, by 
helping Geordi in the Jeffries Tube, he could cut the 
time it took to do the rewiring in half. 

Picard weighed the odds, and decided. 

“Make it quick, Data. And return the moment 
you’re done. You could be of use here.” 
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“Yes, sir,” Data said, and sped toward the entrance 
to the Jeffries Tubes. 

“I hope that thing didn’t like that phaser fire one bit 
and decides to stay out!’’ said Riker. 

“From what Data tells me of its intelligence and 
from previous experience, I do not find that a likeli¬ 
hood,” said Picard. “However, its response to the last 
round was, I must say, gratifying.” 

He checked the power grid on his phaser. Still a 
hefty power level—and they had stuck a couple of 
spares in their pockets, just in case. 

“Just in case,” however, was getting to be more and 
more of a likelihood. 

“I trust you were listening to Geordi’s instructions 
concerning which PADD to press to implement the 
change of polarity,” said Picard. “In case something 
happens to me, you’ll be the one that’s going to have 
to hit it” 

“Oh yes. One way or another, that thing’s going to 
be pressed, I promise you, sir.” 

Picard nodded. 

A moment of silence passed between them and they 
looked at each other. Picard felt a strong surge of 
comradeship and more with his young second-in- 
command. He could feel that Riker felt it, too, and 
was not at all embarrassed to acknowledge it as well. 

“I don’t think I could have a better partner in a last 
stand, sir,” said Riker. 

Picard only nodded. 

He hit his comm insignia. “Geordi. I trust that Mr. 
Data has arrived.” 

“That’s right, sir, and he’s already diving in. We’re 
doing well, sir.... I think, in fact, that—” 

There was a breakup in the message, and then it 
stopped. 

“Geordif” cried the captain, hitting the insignia 
again. “Lieutenant Commander! Answer me.” 
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There was no response. 

“Captain. I think we’ve got another onslaught com¬ 
ing.” Worf raised his phaser and pointed it toward the 
door. 

Picard spun, training his own phaser in that direc¬ 
tion. 

What had merely been a formless mass of sparkling 
clay clogging the bottom of the doorway, chunks and 
shards removed in the battle to make it resemble some 
cross section of a moon’s surface, was now changing. 
A polyplike growth was flowering up into existence, 
first a bump and then flowing out like some metasta¬ 
sizing cancer. It grew limbs and a head. 

The humanoid thing grew a mouth. 

This, however, was as far as it got toward looking 
even vaguely human. 

Where it should have had eyes, the silicate glittered 
hard and bright in the light. 

It started flowing toward them. 

“Halt!” said Picard. “I know you understand.” 

“That’s right,” said Riker. “We were firing on ‘low’ 
phaser setting last time.” 

“That is a falsehood, human,” said the thing, its 
voice sounding more like something from an old- 
fashioned computer than anything human. “Do not 
attempt prevarication. I have access to your ship’s 
computer.” 

Time to put on the diplomatic togs, thought Picard. 

“Have you a name?” 

“There is no need of those distinctions in my kind.” 

“I see. If you have access to our computer, then you 
know that we are not a warlike race and have great 
respect for all living beings.” 

“Why do you attempt to destroy me then?” 

“Self-defense. Preservation of our ship and of our 
base and fleet. You did not seem to be open for 
negotiation before—indeed, we did not realize that 
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you were intelligent. Retreat into as small an area as 
will support your neural network, and we will be able 
to talk. But first open up our communications so that 
we can speak with the ships towing us out, about to 
destroy us.” 

“You have so little understanding. Do you not see? 
Momentarily I shall be in control of all the systems of 
this ship. I will break free. And then I shall use this 
vessel to spread my kind upon the face of space. I shall 
travel and attach to food and life, and thereby good 
life shall grow again unto the ends of the universe!” 

“Sounds absolutely charming,” said Riker. 

“Already seeds have been spread . . . thanks to the 
one of your number whom I control.” 

“He’s referring to Mikal’s brief shutting down of 
the quarantine bubble,” said Picard. “The creature 
must have released bits of itself.” 

“Indeed.” 

“Why are you bothering to talk to us now?” 

“I am storing data. I am learning. All that I have 
learned will be filed away into the composite, which 
will again be re-formed after the destruction of this 
ship. A conversation with you is a lesson for me. 
However, I sense that something is under way that I 
should deal with. Indeed, two of your number are 
elsewhere.” 

“You will not even parlay. Perhaps we can offer you 
something?” Stall! thought Picard. There can’t be 
much time left before Geordi and Data finish their 
work. 

“You can offer me nothing,” said the thing. “Save 
for your lives!” 

The human-shaped thing, like the crest of a wave, 
began to flow their way. 

“Fire!” yelled Picard, and again he lifted his phaser 
and let loose a blast of energy. Worf and Riker’s rays 
joined his and played over the thing. 
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It halted only a second— 

And then it trundled onward toward them. 

Data’s hands darted one last time into the depths of 
the circuitry, doing one more amazing display of 
speedy work. He pulled them out, and La Forge 
examined the finished work. He reversed one more 
isolinear chip and grunted. 

“That’s it. We’ve got the system ready to go! Let’s 
see if communications is back up yet.” He hit his 
insignia. “This is La Forge to Picard. La Forge to 
Picard ... Captain—can you hear me?” 

Nothing. 

“Damn! Let’s hope he gives it a try, and soon. ” 

“I suggest I quickly return and communicate the 
message,” suggested Data. 

“Excellent idea. Data. Do it.” 

Data turned around in the Jeffries Tube and was 
about to head back when a panel in the ceiling 
exploded . . . 

And a tentacle of clay slipped through, barring his 
way back. 

“Mikal! Mikal, can you hear me!” cried Dr. 
Tillstrom. She turned to Dr. Crusher and Penelope. 
“It’s like he’s not there. As though he were less than a 
zombie!” 

Penelope felt cold shiver through her. She knew that 
look, all right, and could almost feel the emptiness in 
Mikal Tillstrom. 

“He’s just withdrawn,” said Dr. Crusher, quickly 
examining the readings. “There’s simply no way I can 
see of bringing him out of it.” 

“A kind of autism,” said Penelope, in a flat tone. “I 
was autistic as a child. Doctor. Let me try to speak to 
him.” 

She sat down beside him. 
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She knew what she was going to try. 

What was it that Deanna Troi had said to her once? 
Ah, yes. It had seemed odd then, but now it was 
making more and more sense to her. 

“Could it be possible, I wonder, if autism—at least 
some cases of it—might not be a child’s reaction to too 
much stimuli because of extra talents? I speak, of 
course, of telepathy and empathy, abilities of the mind 
that Betazoids enjoy fully, of which there are only 
glimmerings in human history. And yet, because there 
is no social fabric to support and nurture such talent, it 
would most likely be very frightening to a human child, 
causing it to retreat. I counseled a young Betazoid once 
named Tam Elbrun. Tam went on to a wonderful 
destiny, but he had a tortured life because he was so 
sensitive to thoughts and emotions of others that he was 
unable to shut them out. Perhaps some instances of 
autism could have been explained this way. I sense 
something of psychic abilities in you, Penelope. We are 
going to have to explore that possibility ." 

Yes. She knew what it was to withdraw, and maybe 
one of the reasons that she’d been so attracted to 
Mikal Tillstrom was that she’d resonated on some 
basic similar wavelength as he. 

Perhaps she could reach out.. . 

Reach out and touch him and bring him out of it. 

Tentatively she reached out and placed her hands 
on his forehead. 

“What are you doing?” his mother wanted to know. 

“I think ... I think this might help.” 

Dr. Tillstrom looked a little dismayed, but Dr. 
Crusher put a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “Let 
her try. It certainly won’t do any harm.” 

Mikal’s temples were cold against her palms. She 
closed her eyes and tried to reach out with that 
something inside of her that had nothing to do with 
sight, smell, taste, hearing, or touch. For a moment 
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she felt dizzy, but there was a buzz of something 
ahead of her, an ineffable quality that kept her aligned. 

Onward, onward she stroked, as though swimming 
in some depthless pool of liquid mind. It was dark, 
and the waters felt frigid and tumultuous, but she 
moved forward toward a distant pinprick of light and 
warmth. 

There it was, a kind of numinous glow of soul in the 
land of mind she had only felt intimations of before. 

She reached out for it, reached out with all her 
heart, for the effort was the greatest risk that a 
closeted soul could imagine. .. . 

She reached out. . . 

. .. and touched it. 

♦Mikal?* she said. *Mikal, can you feel me?* 

At first there was no answer, but then a soft, timid 
mind-answer was returned: 

♦Penelope?* 
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He tried to crawl away, but the stuff had dropped 
onto his boots and he seemed to be sinking in it, like 
vertical quicksand. 

“Get off of me, you son of a bitch!” Geordi yelled, 
pulling with all his might. 

Finally he pulled loose. 

“This way,” said Data. “We must use the other 
exit.” 

They started to crawl off, and the mobile clay muck 
followed with disquieting speed. 

“Damn!” said Geordi. He caught himself from 
saying anything. Who knew what kind of hearing 
capabilities the thing possessed? What he was think¬ 
ing, though, was immensely upsetting. 

If that thing knew where to pull and press, it would 
ruin everything. 

By his calculation. Captain Picard was going to be 
hitting that control PADD at any moment. But if that 
clay monster gummed up the works here, they 
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wouldn’t have a snowball’s chance in a neutron star 
anyway. 

“No. Data! Stop here. Fight it, Data! Fight it!" 

Geordi pulled out a heavy spanner from his belt and 
began to pummel the roiling, glittering stuff. 

The thing reacted immediately. A pseudopod 
formed, lashed out like lightning, and curled around 
his right arm. He grabbed the spanner with his left 
hand and hacked off the extension of clay. 

The stuff rolled his way, and more of it poured out 
from the broken panel in the ceiling. 

Voluminously. 

The creature struck Commander Riker first. 

Both of their beams were going full blast, but this 
time for some reason the silicate clay creature was not 
as affected. Picard watched helplessly as a large lump 
rolled aggressively up toward Riker and Worf like a 
breaker toward a beach. Picard kept his phaser beam 
trained on the stuff as long as he dared. For fear of 
blasting Riker, he pulled it away. 

“Number One! Worf! Get back!” 

“Hit the PADD, Captain!” said Riker, defiantly 
standing his ground under the onslaught. "Hit the 
PADD!" 

At even quicker speed, a length of clay, sparkling in 
the phaser light, reared up and struck. Riker was 
slapped back against the bulkhead, face-first. Phaser 
out, head bleeding, he slumped into unconsciousness. 

Worf growled a howl of defiance, stepping forward 
so that the creature would get the full power of his 
blast. Picard took three steps away from the PADD so 
that he could fire without striking Worf. His energy 
beam blasted into the creature in conjunction with the 
Klingon’s, to little effect. 

The thing simply thrust the Klingon aside, slam¬ 
ming him against the wall, knocking him out as well. 
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This was it, then, Picard realized. Either La Forge 
and Data had finished with the changeover or they 
hadn’t. 

Keeping the phaser beam directed on the closest 
part of the rolling stuff, Picard started walking quick¬ 
ly toward the control panel. It was only yards away. A 
hop, a skip, and half a jump. 

However, before he could reach it, a flow of the clay 
broke loose and with a speed even greater than it had 
exhibited before, it flowed between Picard and his 
destination. 

“No!” cried Picard. 

He ran and he leaped over the stuff. 

Another pseudopod slipped out of the stuff, ram¬ 
ming into the Captain at midjump, slapping the 
phaser out of his hand. 

He fell right into the midst of the clay and he sank to 
his knees. However, he managed to stay vertical. The 
control panel was just two yards away. He lifted his 
foot from the gunk and started for it. 

The stuff seized tight around his legs. 

And then more of it began to flow over him, 
enveloping his knees, his thighs, his hips. 

He reached, he reached, he strained so hard that he 
feared for his consciousness. 

But he could not reach the PADD he had to push to 
save himself, his crew . . . 

.. . and the Enterprise. 

In the mind-murk, the spark increased. 

Penelope blew on it, fanned it with her hope, and it 
began to bum hotter. 

*Mikal! Yes. It’s me. Penelope.* 

*1 don’t understand. Where are we? What’s happen¬ 
ing?* 

*I’m contacting you with my mind, Mikal. You’ve 
withdrawn. You’ve undergone a terrible trauma ... a 
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degradation ... but you’re going to be okay. I prom¬ 
ise!* 

*Yes. That creature . . . controlling me ... I re¬ 
member now. Horrible.* 

The spark shuddered and tried to withdraw again. 
But Penelope held fast and would not let it. 

*No, Mikal. I promise you, you will be all right. It 
will hurt, but you must feel the pain to get to the other 
side.* 

*No. No, it’s too much. I can’t bear it!* 

There was only one thing that she could do. She had 
to make him understand that recovery was possible. 

*Look, Mikal. Experience. This was what it was like 
for me.* 

She opened herself to him and let him see. 

All the memories flowed to him. The pain and the 
scars, the successes and the failures, the joy and the 
fear. It all flickered between them like fireflies, and he 
felt it—she could tell he felt it and he was not only 
liberated from his retreat by her disclosures, he was 
astonished at the breadth and depth of the love and 
caring and concern it revealed. 

*1. .. I understand. . . .* 

*It will not be easy,* she said. *Only time heals 
properly. But I’ll help. I promise. Just don’t go away, 
Mikal. Believe me, it solves nothing.* 

*Yes. Yes, Penelope. I understand.* 

*Do not hurry it. Do not traumatize yourself too 
much further—but you must endure the pain of 
returning. You must risk it as I risked it. Or you will be 
lost forever.* 

*Thank you. Thank you so much. It is so .. . caring 
of you to do this for me.* 

*A11 I ask for, Mikal... is another dance. A fast 
dance this time. Please show me how to dance with 
heart and soul.* 

A tinkling of mental laughter. 
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*Yes. Yes, of course.* 

She was about to leave him. This connection took 
great energy, and she could almost feel the reserves of 
her distant body trembling with depletion. But just 
then, in the quiet of their silent contemplation of each 
other’s interior beings, Penelope sensed something 
... something more than Mikal. . . and yet con¬ 
nected to him somehow. 

It wasn’t dark or evil, but there was a bulkiness, a 
dense singularity of purpose, to the thing that could 
have been interpreted as such. It felt malignant. 

The creature on the Enterprise. 

*Mikal. That thing . . . that thing that made you 
do the things you did . . . it’s still in contact with 
you.* 

*Yes. Yes, I feel it, too, now. But it’s preoccu¬ 
pied. It’s not controlling me or trying to control 
me.* 

*And yet... I feel almost as though I could reach 
out.. . touch it.* 

*Not a good idea. Its mind is powerful. I’m really 
looking forward to getting this thing in my brain 
ripped out. Now, hurry ... I want to wake up.* 

She thought for a moment. * Mikal. There must be a 
reason it left you. Perhaps it is fighting Captain Picard 
and the others!* 

’Perhaps.* 

’Mikal... I almost feel that 1 can touch it, as I 
touched you.* 

’Stay away from it! No!* 

’Mikal, if we can make it feel the pain and horror it 
wants to cause, maybe it will stop.* 

Mikal was silent. *Yes. Yes, I don’t know if it will 
work, but we can try. I must attempt to undo some of 
the damage that this body of mine has done. It is only 
right. But, Penelope—how . .. ?’ 

She wasn’t really sure, but she was confident that it 
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was something instinctive in her, something that 
would point its own way as they proceeded. 

*Just be with me. Concentrate ... I’ll lead the 
way.* 

She felt her strength renew as he flowed into her. 

With a shiver of purpose and energy, she reached 
out again toward the malignant being. 

It was a cold thing, cold and vicious and purposeful. 

It had but one goal. 

She sensed immediately, as she speared them into 
its moiling morass, that it would not understand 
emotional pain, for it had no emotions. It only 
understood force and power. 

Maybe, though . . . maybe if she could communi¬ 
cate, make it understand . . . 

She reached out tentatively into this universe for 
the thing that she felt there, afraid but determined. 

She felt a blow of mind-force, pure energy. 

Without realizing what was happening, she could 
feel the energy of her own mind defending herself... 
and striking back with a force she could not compre¬ 
hend. 

It would all be over soon. 

The being sensed the thing of flesh and blood in its 
grip. It’s weapon had been nullified. It was helpless 
now. 

Now the being could crush this foul example of bad 
life, and feel its plasm squish and spurt like a bag of 
exploded water. 

But just then, something invaded its mind. 

A Strange force . . . The being directed its energies 
against it, to shoo it away.... 

But like a hot spike of lava, the force dove deep into 
its center. 

In anguish, the being wailed.. . 

And, for the moment, forgot all about the carbon-life 
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protoplasm sack called Captain Jean-Luc Picard it held 
in its power. 

Picard could feel the pressure of the clay relax. It 
was still there, but there was some play in it now. 

Still, the level of the stuff was all the way to the 
bottom of his chest, and he could barely move. 

Only two feet away was the control board. 

If he could just somehow wade through this 
thing... 

That, or pull himself out. 

He pushed his hands down in the clay. He could feel 
himself coming up just a little, but he had to use 
almost all his energy just to work his way out a few 
inches. 

He collapsed, gasping, his vision blurring. 

He had to get out of here. He had to hit that 
PADD. ... 

It seemed humanly impossible. And yet he knew he 
had to try. He thought of his crew and he thought of 
his ship. The Enterprise. There had been other Enter¬ 
prises, and there would be more in the future. But not 
this one, not the one that was his and a part of him. 

Jean-Luc Picard knew that it was the fate of all life 
to eventually succumb to entropy. Dust to dust, ashes 
to ashes.. . Even the great and mighty starships 
succumbed to that great, inevitable force of nature. 

One day he would be a series of punctuated sen¬ 
tences in history books. One day the Enterprise would 
be gone, and those who served in it together, on their 
noble journey through the stars. 

One day they would all be dust and dreams in the 
snarling jaws of entropy. 

“But... not... now . .. dammit!” Gasping and 
groaning with the effort, Picard pushed up with every 
bit of his strength. 

“Not... now!” 
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Just when he thought he could push no longer, 
something seemed to give in the clay. Encouraged, he 
pushed harder yet, scrabbling out on top of the stuff. 

Not waiting a single moment to regain his breath, 
Picard clambered over the top of the clay, and then 
leaped with all his might. 

His hand slapped down on the control PADD. 

The result was instantaneous. Lights whirled and 
skittered. 

“Good, Geordi,” he said. “Good.” 

He turned around and faced the solid mass of 
silicate clay. 

“Now get off my ship!” 

And then the universe went into free-fall. 

When the zero gravity state hit. Data was effectively 
holding off the wave of silicate clay, and keeping 
Geordi’s head from immersing. 

The lack of gravity made it all a little easier. 

Geordi had gone unconscious. Data obtained pur¬ 
chase on the side of the Jeffries Tube and was easily 
able to slip the lieutenant commander from the alien’s 
grasp. 

Quickly, with the help of his feet, Data pulled 
Geordi a few meters away from where the clay was 
now floating helplessly. 

Then, suddenly, the gravity was back, and they 
bumped back onto the floor. 

Data paused and lifted his sensors up and out of 
Mmself. 

It was hardly necessary. He could almost perceive it 
buzzing in the air: 

The plan had worked. 

Captain Jean-Luc Picard did not even wait for the 
ship’s interior gravity to return. 

“Computer. Open all radio channels.” 
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“This is Captain Jean-Luc Picard of the Starship 
Enterprise! Cancel destruction. I repeat, cancel de¬ 
struction. I and my crew are aboard.” 

The clay was floating as well, wriggling like a mass 
of eels in agony. He had to drag himself away from it 
lest it suck him up again. 

A voice came over the radio saying the most beauti¬ 
ful words that Jean-Luc Picard had heard in his life. 
“Acknowledged, Captain Picard. This is the Albedo. 
We will delay destruction until further communica¬ 
tion is accomplished with starbase.” 

“Splendid. I’m sure we’ll have a marvelous conver¬ 
sation.” 

It was then that the gravity returned. 

There was a great squelching thud as the stuff 
dropped onto the floor, Picard falling along with it but 
managing to avoid falling in it. 

He looked toward where the greatest mass of the 
stuff" lay. 

It writhed. 

It writhed and churned and tossed about like a bowl 
of amoebas attached to electrodes. 

And then it simply stopped. The roils and hills 
subsided into a soft, oozing, still clay and became still 
and silent as a tomb. 

Even the silicate specks in the clay seemed less alive 
in any sense of the word. 

Picard could feel no particular difference in the air 
or sense any change, but clearly the change in the 
power system had generated a sufficient field. 

The thing had been stopped. 

The Enterprise had been saved. 

He went over to where Riker and Worf had fallen. 
Both were unconscious and bleeding, but seemed to 
be breathing normally. 

Picard nodded. He stood up and he hit his comm 
button. 
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“Lieutenant Commander La Forge. Mr. Data. Are 
you all right?” 

The first reply was a prolonged “Unnnh ... Yes, 
sir.” 

Then Data’s voice took up the slack. “Yes, Captain. 
Commander La Forge has only just recovered con¬ 
sciousness, but is still in good health, I believe. Of 
course, a checkup by Dr. Crusher is advised.” 

Picard grinned. “I’m sure she’d be only to happy to 
oblige. But perhaps Commander Riker and Lieuten¬ 
ant Worf should go first.” 

“They are well, I hope.” 

“A little worse for wear, but I think they’ll be 
fine. . .He looked down at the mass of clay. “It 
worked, Data and Geordi. The plan worked. Thank 
you for helping to save our ship.” 

“I suspect there will be a great deal more work to 
do, sir . .. but at least we have rendered the creature 
into its dormant form.” 

“Work. That’s something, I think, we can deal 
with.” 

The computer voice spoke. “Communication from 
starbase.” 

The announcement segued immediately into the 
stem voice of Admiral Davies. 

“Captain Picard. What is the meaning of this 
outrage? You directly disobeyed my orders.” 

“Yes, sir. And I am happy to take whatever conse¬ 
quences that may mean.” He sighed. “However, sir, 
rcKhi Enterprise has been saved ... and we’ve devel¬ 
oped a system whereby the starbase and other ships 
can be protected from the bits of this stuff that are 
doubtless drifting nearby now.” 

There was a moment of silence. 

“I see,” said the admiral. “We shall have to talk.” 

“Yes,” said Picard. “There will be plenty of time for 
that, Admiral. In the meantime, I respectfully request 
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that you order your ships to tow us back into dock. 
There is considerable work to be done on this ship, 
and I cannot think of a more suitable stardock on 
which to accomplish it.” 

“I shall, Captain. And, Captain?” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“Damn your eyes, but a fine job!” 

“Thank you, sir, but I was only part of a team.” He 
went over to see to a stirring Commander Riker and a 
grunting, semiconscious Worf. 

“Jean-Luc!” 

“Adrienne.” 

“I’m so glad it’s over. And I’m so sorry—” 

“Adrienne, don’t trouble yourself.” 

“If only we scientists at the station had been able to 
defeat the thing... all this would never have hap¬ 
pened.” 

“ ‘IT is a word that I never ponder in the past tense, 
Adrienne.” 

“I have. Believe me, Jean-Luc, I have . .. whenever 
I think about you.” 

“We made our choices. We’ve stuck by them. 
Nonetheless... it really is good to see you again, 
after all this time, Doctor.” 

“I feel the same, Captain.” 

“You know, Adrienne . .. the Enterprise is going to 
be in dry dock for at least two weeks. And I’m told 
that, while you’ve recovered, Dr. Crusher has recom¬ 
mended that you stay on the starbase for observation 
for not less than a month.” 

“Yes ... that’s right, Jean-Luc.... Are you lead¬ 
ing up to something ... ?” 

“Yes, as a matter of fact, I am. I have never ceased 
studying. Doctor. And I have never ceased having the 
damnedest time with higher mathematics.... I was 
just wondering if you’d like to put on your tutor cap 
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and spend a few more sessions with your most grateful 
student again.” 

“Only if you show me your marvelous ship, and tell 
me of some of your star-wanderings, oh, Jean-Luc 
Picaresque!” 

Picard laughed at that. He reached over and took 
her hand. It was warm and smooth, and the smell of 
her nearby was surprisingly warm and familiar. 

“You have a deal.” 
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The sun shone and there was the smell of seaside in 
the air. Laughter drifted in the breeze, and the slap of 
rubber against hands sounded against the eternal 
shooshing of waves. 

When you were sitting around, waiting for your 
ship to be repaired, mused Penelope Winthrop, there 
were worse things to do than to play volleyball on a 
holodeck re-creation so real-seeming that it really 
didn’t matter that it wasn’t. 

Not that she was playing, actually. Oh, she and 
Mikal had tossed the ball around a bit when it had 
ueen a free-for-all, but now that it was an actual game, 
she didn’t really want to hinder a team. She wasn’t 
very good. Nonsense, they’d said, it’s not for blood, 
it’s for fun. Still, she’d declined. She wanted to keep at 
least a few neuroses! Mikal was playing, though, and 
he was doing a fabulous job of it, sporting about and 
knocking that white globe with hands and palms and 
knuckles as though he’d been bom to play this. He 
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had all his memory back now, and had recovered fully 
in miraculous time. He gave all the credit to Penelope, 
but actually it was he himself who had done the work. 
Or perhaps it was the liberation, knowing that he had 
undone somewhat the harm that he had participated 
in. Yet there was more than that, too, and Penelope 
felt a tingle at the thought: It was because of the 
closeness that had developed between them. They 
were actually nurturing each other now, and growing 
every day. 

“Too bad about the competition,” said Commander 
Riker, grinning as he stepped up to the line to serve 
the ball. “But I’ll take out my hunger for conquest 
right now!” 

“Unlikely!” called out a scowling Worf on the other 
side. “My honor requires vengeance!” 

She watched as the ball bounced back and forth, 
watched and marveled at this wonderful group of 
people, patiently waiting for their starship to be 
repaired. 

In fact, Data and Geordi were not even here. They 
were off, working almost round the clock on the 
project. Everyone was putting in their share of work 
—what they could do, anyway—but it was generally 
agreed that some recreation was needed. And as 
volleyball on the holodeck was all the rage now, why 
not add a pleasant, sunny beach? 

After all, some sort of celebration was called for. 

As for her ... well, she knew that experience ha3 
changed her. How exactly, she wasn’t sure. Only time 
would truly be able to tell that. But she knew now that 
she had a better appreciation of the crew of the ship 
she lived in. Certainly her parents said now that they 
did as well. And of course, she had this closeness with 
Mikal... though who knew which way that would 
go? 
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She would enjoy it while she had it, enjoy the 
intimacy and the friendship and allow it to go where it 
liked, grow where it liked. Counselor Troi was certain¬ 
ly pleased. “You’re out of your shell now, Penelope,” 
she said. “And it’s highly unlikely that once you’ve 
seen what’s out here, you’re going to want to go back 
in for long.” 

Penelope could not help but agree with her. 

Worf let out a victory cry as his team took the point. 

As the players realigned their positions for another 
onslaught, they suddenly stopped and stared past 
Penelope. 

She turned around to see who they were looking at. 

Standing there behind her were Dr. Adrienne 
Tillstrom and Jean-Luc Picard, both wearing quite 
flattering beachwear. 

As Jean-Luc Picard looked out on the holodeck 
volleyball activity, he allowed himself to feel good. 

He turned to his companion. “Well, here you are, 
Adrienne. Just as I told you. The beachside volleyball 
game.” 

“I can see how it can be diverting, Jean-Luc. It was 
quite a good idea to come here.” 

She was remarkably unchanged from their early 
days together. Picard had found it very easy to be 
comfortable with Adrienne Tillstrom since she had 
recovered. He couldn’t wait to show her his beloved 
Enterprise, when it was repaired. For now, though ... 
they’d been enjoying the starbase. 

Yes, he thought. The Enterprise ... 

The silicate clay creature had been reverted to its 
primal form, changed and contained in a special 
environment resembling that of Phaedra during its 
normal phase. Indeed, you couldn’t even really say 
that the people of the Enterprise had had to destroy it. 
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Also, the bits of the stuff that had spread from the 
quarantine shield had been gathered and placed in the 
same container before they could do any damage. 

The hull of the Enterprise and the portions of the 
ship the creature had assimilated had to be replaced, 
and it wasn’t going to be easy. However, the labor was 
nothing compared to the price of losing a Galaxy-class 
starship, and so the Federation authorities were 
pleased at Captain Picard and his crew’s accomplish¬ 
ment. 

And Admiral Davies and Dr. Chavez? 

They’d simply been satisfied with an informal repri¬ 
mand, apparently quite relieved that their starbase 
had been spared of this trouble. 

Mikal ran up to the new arrivals. “Mom! Captain 
Picard! You’ve decided to come down!” 

“Yes, we’ve had our long talk,” said Dr. Tillstrom, 
smiling up at the captain. “And I thought that per¬ 
haps a little sunshine might be just the medicine we 
need.” 

Captain Picard squared his shoulders. “We were 
wondering ... we were wondering, Number One, if 
there might be places on the teams for us.” 

Commander Riker grinned. “We’d be glad to have 
you aboard. Captain.” 

The captain nodded. “I believe. Number One, that 
I’ve been there all along, haven’t I?” 

“Yes, sir. You have!” 

“Well then, let’s play!” 

The two new arrivals moved out onto the court, the 
teams easily and good-naturedly assimilating them. 

“Okay, Captain,” said Will Riker. “Let’s start. You 
serve!” 

The ball was tossed to him, and Picard caught it. He 
moved to the position that Riker indicated, and 
quickly received his instructions. 
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“Let’s play ball!” said Riker. 

“Prepare for defeat... sir!” growled Worf from the 
other side of the net. 

Captain Jean-Luc Picard hit the ball, serving it to 
the opposite team with grace and precision the very 
first try. 
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While answering a distress call from a scientific station 
in a remote part of the galaxy, the U.S.S. Enterprise ™ 
becomes infected with a mysterious alien life form 
which feeds on and transforms inorganic materials. 

The Starship begins to gradually disintegrate, and 
Starfleet is forced to order its evacuation and destruction 
to prevent the dangerous infection from spreading 
throughout the galaxy. It's the end of an era for Captain 
Picard and his crew, who are scheduled for transfers 
that will split them up among different Starfleet vessels. 

But even as the end draws near for the 
Starship Enterprise™, Captain Picard begins to formulat 
a desperate plan to save his ship and preserve his crew 
—a plan that will force him to defy Starfleet orders and 
lead him to a confrontation with a malevolent alien force 
which has the power to destroy the entire Federation. 




















